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The collection of papers presented here as a thesis consists for the greater part of 
articles already published earlier. Only the essays nos. 9, 10 and 15 are new for the 
occasion. The earlier publication also entails publication in the Dutch language of 
essays nos. 8, 13 and 14. In the Samenvatting/Summary at the end, the Dutch 
essays have been summarized in English. 
 Each essay is preceded separately by a statement of the full details of its 
original publication. The Contents page only quotes the titles of the essays and 
their numbering. The numbering is used for reference in the Introduction, the 
Conclusion and the Samenvatting/ Summary. The illustrations on the various title-
pages have been taken from William Morris’ The Kelmscott Chaucer. 
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The ambiguity of the general title of this collection of papers is intentional. It refers 
both, objectively, to how idealism shapes character and, subjectively, to how idealisms 
are given shape in medieval texts. My main interest is in medieval romances and in 
modern romance-type fantasies. The core chapters are nos. 4 and 10. Occasional 
excursions have, however, been made to religious texts (nos. 8 and 9), because these 
show alternative forms of shaping idealism connected with the romances.  
 My general method is ‘medievalist’ in Jacques Derrida’s sense, which is, 
strictly speaking, the application of modern literary-critical theories to medieval texts 
in order to analyse their “subtextual premisses” and their “unspoken political interests 
(Derrida, 1984:115). Stephen Nichols maintains that the New Medievalism “differs 
from a cognate rubric like the New Historicism in not predicating a specific 
methodology, designating instead a predisposition to interrogate and reformulate 
assumptions about the discipline of medieval studies broadly conceived” (Nichols, 
1991:1). My chosen methodologies are mainly those of symbolism, narratology and 
structuralism throughout, and post-structuralism where useful. I accept Stephen 
Nichols’ claim that post-structuralism freed medieval studies “to consider the nature of 
medieval discourses as a manifestation of a culture to be reconstructed afresh”, 
allowing “a close look at the works” to reveal their “dynamics of cultural expression” 
(Nichols, 1991:2). In my case that would be those of shaping idealisms. The result has 
been that my essays are preliminary analyses of the kind that should precede full 
interpretation, in my consideration.  
 In my essays on nineteenth- and twentieth-century ‘Medieval Revival’- texts I 
have basically followed the same approach mentioned in the previous paragraph. Of 
the two options for medievalist angles of approach distinguished by John Simons, 
namely studying “the ways in which the idea of the Middle Ages has been used as a 
cultural token or as a cultural heritage” (Simons, 1992:1), I have largely not attempted 
to pursue medievalism “as a key to understanding the culture of those periods in which 
it is pursued” (Simons: same page), but stuck with the idea of cultural heritage. In the 
essays on Tennyson (nos. 11 and 15) and William Morris (in no. 10) I have 
concentrated on the texts as ‘translatio’ (i.e. transfer to another place and time) of 
original medieval texts, looking back on the originals with hindsight. In the essays on 
works by Tolkien, C.S. Lewis and Lodge (nos 12, 13, 14), much more loosely based on 
medieval originals, if at all, I have approached the texts from the point of view of the 
history of the genre of romance. In either case the embedding of the genre in the 
historical context and contemporary concerns of the works has been touched upon, but 
the primary interest is to see how much of the medieval sense of romance is still to be 




If I started with a psychological angle of approach in the earlier essays (nos. 2 and 4), 
under the influence of John Stevens (Stevens, 1973) and Derek Brewer (Brewer, 1980), 
I never considered the romances as ‘mimetic’. I was looking for analytical models that 
might be fruitfully applied, specifically Freud’s and Jung’s models of dream-analysis. 
Eventually I have found symbolism, narratology and (post-)structuralism more 
satisfactory. I have moved gradually towards Bakhtin’s formalism, forerunning 
Derrida’s “logocentric illusions”, so arriving at structuralism and narratology. These 
three have meant for me: letting the ‘facts’ of the specific text speak for themselves, 
before interfering with explicit theoretical assumptions. The texts are, therefore, treated 
as autonomous for the occasion, with intertextual or historical references only where 
helpful to determine the range of connotations of particular details. Since I did not 
always include my particular indebtedness in the various essays at the time, I should 
acknowledge here the influence of Piero Boitani (1982), A.C. Spearing (1987), Howard 
Bloch (1991) and Ad Putter (1996 and 2000: the Introduction and ch. 7).  
 By ‘letting the facts speak for themselves’ I mean specific observational data, 
which, according to Karl Popper, are verifiable. Such verifications lead to assumptions 
of regular patterns, in other words to empirical hypotheses, alias ‘theory’ (summary of 
Popper’s Logik der Forschung – Vienna, 1935 – in Magee, 1975: chapter 2). That is 
usually as far as I get. Falsifications (à la Popper) are rare, but may be found in my 
discussions of medieval texts in nos. 3, 4 and 8. Obviously, the articles on nineteenth- 
and twentieth-century texts are naturally ‘falsifications’ of romance-theory, but I see 
them rather as tentative analyses or hypotheses concerning selected autonomous items 
of the Medieval Revival, disconnected so far from any theory of that revival. I should 
like to leave it to such obvious misconstructions as Richard Wagner’s Der Ring des 
Nibelungen and/or Dan Brown’s The Da Vinci Code to provide the falsifications to any 
such medievalist theory.  
 My search is strictly not for ‘what does a text mean?’, but for ‘how does the 
text mean?’, or ‘what does the text do?’. John D. Niles’ discussion of ‘ritualized 
discourse’ (Foucault’s term) in his chapter on Beowulf describes it very well in his 
definition of ritual (Niles, 1999). Ritual is, he says, a “rule-governed activity of a 
symbolic character which draws the attention of its participants to objects of thought 
and feeling which they hold to be of special significance.” He specifies that symbolic 
character as: A. always implying continuity with the past; B. being felt by the 
participants to be something out of the ordinary; C. being affected by claims of status 
and power. “Serious play”, he calls it, serving as a means by which a culture defines 
itself, validates itself, and maintains its equilibrium during normal times and during 
periods of social stress. The story, according to Niles, reflects not actual history, but a 
view of the past as people would have wanted it to be, so that it becomes their own 
glorified past. That, to me, puts the idea of ‘serious play’ in a nutshell worth cracking.  




In narratological terms narratives are distinguished as being either ‘realistic’ or 
‘idealistic’. Both have, naturally, many subforms, but in general the two kinds differ in 
what motivates the plot. ‘Realistic’ fiction is characterized by plots motivated or 
dominated by ‘characters’ who act out their characters, causing a complex social 
pattern of interrelations in the narrative. The setting has to be familiar, or at least 
recognisable, to the audiences. ‘Idealistic’ fiction is characterized by plots motivated or 
dominated by an idea or ideal, with characters merely as ‘actants’. The setting is 
essentially symbolic, whether recognisable or fantastic. This distinction is valuable for 
analytical purposes, but it feels somewhat empty. Perhaps Francis Bacon’s description 
of 1605 A.D. gives a better view of what we understand by idealistic narratives:  
The use of … feigned history hath been to give some shadow of satisfaction to the 
mind of man in those points wherein the nature of things doth deny it, the world 
being in proportion inferior to the soul; by reason whereof there is, agreeable to 
the spirit of man, a more ample greatness, a more exact goodness, and a more 
absolute variety, than can be found in the nature of things. Therefore, because the 
acts or events of true history have not that magnitude which satisfieth the mind of 
man, poesy feigneth acts and events greater and more heroical. Because true 
history propoundeth the successes of actions not so agreeable to the merits of 
virtue and vice, therefore poesy feigns them more just in retribution, and more 
according to revealed providence. Because true history representeth actions and 
events more ordinary and less interchanged, therefore poesy endueth them with 
more rareness, and more unexpected and alternative variations. So as it appeareth 
that poesy serveth and conferreth to magnanimity, morality, and to delectation. 
And therefore it was ever thought to have some participation of divineness, 
because it doeth raise and erect the mind, by submitting the shows of things to the 
desires of the mind; whereas reason doeth buckle and bow the mind unto the 
nature of things.  
       (Bacon, 1960:96-97)   
Read ‘idealistic narrative’ instead of ‘poesy’ (which was seen as morally instructive in 
the early Renaissance), and we have the main characteristics mapped out in a concisely 
argued way. To simply say that romances show virtue in action seems rather feeble in 
comparison.  
There are, however, a number of complications to be considered for the medieval 
romances. The first is that maintaining that the virtues shown in action in them are the 
perennial Christian ones and those of the new courtesy and courtliness, is an unhelpful 
generalization. Especially in Britain practically all the writers of romances were not 
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themselves aristocrats. Most of them were minstrels of some kind, and also the clerkly 
writers, even if they were courtiers or court-officials, did not belong to the aristocracy. 
They were not intimately familiar as insiders with the aristocratic self-image, and are 
therefore likely to have presented the ideals in a distorted way. Moreover, they had 
their own agenda’s anyway and, very probably, often a much wider audience in mind 
than the aristocracy only, if at all. The idealism of the English romances is greatly 
influenced by the values of the peripheral lower nobility and landed gentry, as also, 
later on, by those of the common people and the rising urban middle class. The 
idealistic narratives of the Middle English romances are very much what Bakhtin 
termed ‘dialogic texts’ (Bakhtin, 1998:32-44). One is aware of the voices of the courtly 
ideals, the author, gentry and commons, and the antagonists, each with their own ideals 
and views of personal and social virtues.  
 The second complication is that a too large emphasis on Christian virtues in 
the romances obscures the fact that the romances essentially reflect what 
anthropologists call a shame-culture. The concept of honour is much more normative 
than religious concepts of virtues. Malory’s ubiquitous use of “worshipfulness” as the 
essential ideal of chivalry testifies to this. As B.J. Malina argues, honour is “a claim to 
worth along with the social acknowledgment of worth” (Malina, 2001:30-31). This 
claim to worth is clearly found in the hegemonic culture of ‘courtoisie’ to which the 
romances subscribe, however critical the social acknowledgment appears to be. The 
Christian element seems to me to be secondary in the courtly and chivalrous ideals.  
 A third, concomitant, complication is the concept of evil in the romances. 
Romances are not really about Good versus Evil in the moral sense. In the terms 
generally adopted by post-structuralism from Michel Foucault (Foucault, 1979 and 
1980) they are about Us versus Other. When we call romances idealistic, we should 
realize that the ideals shown in them are of a social or group- ethical kind, not a matter 
of private morality. Whether the antagonists are truly morally evil or simply subscribe 
to different ethics, it is their otherness from the ethical hegemony of a specific ‘courtly’ 
idealism that is operative. In each text in hand the antagonists need to be analysed as 
different from the ideal in order to determine the precise idealism of the hegemony-
group that the protagonist represents. Perhaps the term ‘virtue’, so often used in 
analyses, should be replaced by ‘social desirability’. This would clarify many a chance 
encounter on the hero’s quest. The need to analyse evils in each text specifically also 
applies to such social crimes as disloyalty, betrayal and the dispossession of another’s 
land. Their functions in each narrative can be quite different in different texts, even 
different in various renderings of the same story.  
 The abduction or maltreatment of ladies, or the illicit affairs so much 
celebrated in ‘courtly love’-romances, is another case in point. About this most 
celebrated ‘ideal’ or virtue of ‘courtly love’ (in fact rather rare in romances in England) 
I should like to remark that it is found in its proper place in lyrical verse and the dream 
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allegories, and is only one of many guests in the romances. I agree with Erich 
Auerbach’s view of the role of love in the romances as a noble substitute for other 
motivations, a narrative image of the metonymic kind (Auerbach, 1953:chapter 6). The 
dominant position and roles of ladies in the romances justify this view, not in spite of, 
but precisely because of the limited interest shown in the finer points of love. This 
view follows closely in the footsteps of Huizinga’s theory that the romances adopted an 
idealized form of love as a main interest in order to justify the courtly culture, which 
was in essence worldly. It was the parallel of chivalrous love (‘amor’) with divine love 
and ‘caritas’, he argued, that should save the court-culture from accusations of lack of 
contemptus mundi (contempt of worldly concerns) (Huizinga, 1919/1924:chapter 8). 
This is not only an interesting theory, but one that helps to see why ‘fin amors’ was 
treated in an ironical manner, or even ridiculed downright, in the romances all the way 
from Chrétien de Troyes (1170-82) to Alain Chartier’s La Belle Dame sans Mercy 
(1424).  
 Like the folktales, from which the romance writers have borrowed so much, 
the romances have a penchant for symbolism rather than for metaphor/allegory. In the 
romances the ladies are seen mainly for their symbolic connection with land. The 
wisdom with which they inspire the heroes is the wisdom of the people. The ladies 






Contrary to Angus Fletcher’s inductive theory, in which allegory and symbol belong to 
the same category because both “say one thing and mean another” (Fletcher, 1964:2), I 
should like to maintain that in medieval literature the two should be seen as 
significantly different. Allegory is based on metaphor and symbolism on metonymy, 
and it is precisely this distinction that makes the two modes so distinct in the Middle 
Ages. In the following I shall attempt to argue the point.  
 In his description of secular romantic love in medieval English literature, 
Derek Brewer points out that the gothic view of the world is based on the archaic 
concept of the living nature of all objects. Objects are, he explains, not purely 
objective, but the whole world – animate and inanimate – is a vibrant web of beings, 
qualities and relationships. Symbolism, then, is a way of seeing different and 
apparently incompatible aspects of the same thing, a richness of ambivalence, of 




 Piero Boitani makes the same point when he is discussing the lack of interest 
in spatial depth or character development in ‘the world of romance’: “The imagination 
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that governs the narrations and descriptions is devoid of metaphorical élan: it is ruled, 
above all, by metonymy – that is, by contiguity and association (Boitani, 1982:59). The 
context of this statement is something like: in the age when the Roman de la Rose and 
the tradition of love- or dream allegories combine the finest evocative poetry with the 
most explicit didacticism, the romances make do with such unadorned verse and such 
rambling and unadorned adventures that they must be closer to a folkloristic un-poetic 
(certainly un-lyrical) art, in which metonymy (symbolism) takes the part of metaphor 
(allegory). The traces of the oral tradition of narrative verse are clearly discernible: 
such stylistic phenomena as repetition, hyperbole, sententiae, and conventional ideas, 
point to a minstrel art (Brewer, 1983
2
:77-78). I should hasten to add that this art is not 
necessarily unsophisticated.  
 Apart from Derek Brewer’s archaic concept and Piero Boitani’s folkloristic 
roots mentioned above, a third influence on romance-symbolism should be considered: 
that of the patristic tradition of interpretation of Holy Scripture. William Cook and 
Ronald Herzman point to St Augustine’s theory of Biblical interpretation as highly 
influential on later literary theory and aesthetics. St Augustine had argued that words 
must not be seen as things in themselves, but as signs pointing to something else. In 
Holy Scripture, he stated, language leads from the visible to the spiritual meaning, so 
making the spiritual truth come out clearer than in plain statement. The aesthetics of 
the language are not there for the arousal of emotions, but for discovering truths behind 
the symbolic configuration. This configuration is the substance (Cook & Herzman, 
2004:63-79).  
 So, Roman Jakobson’s distinction between paradigmatic and syntagmatic 
relations has a venerable history as well as an impressive following in theorizing the 
distinction between metaphor and metonymy, or, in our case, between allegory and 
symbolism.  
 The two idealistic modes of the Middle Ages, romance and allegory, appear to 
have been more clearly distinct from one another than they are in modern times. On the 
linguistic level, allegory tends to personify abstract nouns. The action of these 
personifications is not specific to character, but enacts doctrine, whether religious or 
political or amatory. The doctrine must be shared a priori by author and audience. 
Typological allegory has this basis in received doctrine in common with the 
personification-allegory. Romances, on the other hand, tend to personify, or rather 
typify, collective nouns (the powerful, the commons, women). The actions of these 
personifications or types are class-specific. They explore the clashes and conflicts 
between the different strata of society, though naturally reflecting medieval 
authoritarian society.  
 Modern, post-Jakobson, theory of genres or ‘modes’ has refined the distinction 
between metaphor and metonymy with the help of linguistics and semantics, stressing 
more and more, however, that the distinction is not a matter of polar opposition, but 
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one of dominance. In modern literature the metonymic text is also always available for 
metaphorical interpretation (Lodge, 1977:111). According to David Lodge in his 
section “Metaphor and Metonymy” (Lodge, 1977:73-124), the essence of the 
distinction is clear enough, because metaphor and metonymy belong to different 
spheres of thought. Metaphor (including simile) is a principle of substitution of things 
perceived as similar, but with a felt disparity. Metonymy (including synecdoche) is a 
principle of association of ideas perceived as contiguous. For instance, in writing ‘the 
deep’ for the sea, ‘deep’ is not similar to ‘sea’, but contiguous to it: it is an attribute of 
‘sea’. Similarly, symbols are metonymic if they are at the same time a natural attribute, 
so that there is a natural contiguity. For instance, in the case of the sword-bridge as in, 
for instance, Chrétien de Troyes’ Le Chevalier de la Charrette, but see also Roman van 
Walewein (no. 6), there is a real chasm of sorts, therefore the need of a real bridge, 
which is, at the same time, symbolic of how the separation between lover and beloved 
is to be overcome by self-sacrifice, through the specificity of the image. The 
symbolism of the medieval romances may seem artificial to us, but in the idealistic 
setting of the romances the symbolic elements are matter-of-fact. The world of 
romance is entirely symbolic, whether the details are historically realistic or entirely 
fantastic. That is what the medieval notion of ‘idealistic’ implies or necessitates.  
 Dream-symbolism is an instance in which the fact that the opposition between 
metaphor and metonymy is not a polar opposition can be clearly seen. In real dreams 
the symbolism is metaphorical: a matter of anxieties and desires displaced in a logical 
manner, Lodge argues (pp. 79-81 and passim). But dreams in literary texts are 
metonymic, in that their symbols are to be traced by a line of contiguities, non-logical 
but traceable by free association. Metonymic symbolism, as argued by Lodge, elicits a 
commentary that is a witness to the text’s truthfulness or representativeness, to its 
consistency and its contribution to human knowledge and wisdom. This claim, or 
instruction for the interpreter, which St Augustine has also made, is basically the same 
as those of Piero Boitani and Derek Brewer.  
 The case of the sword-bridge and the underwater-bridge in Chrétien’s Le 
Chevalier de la Charrette brings out the practical implications of the foregoing. The 
drift of metonymy and symbolism may be seen as parabolic, both in the sense of a 
parabola cutting the linear axis, and in the sense of being like a parable. The purpose of 
the metonymic drift is not to suggest that Sir Gawain attempting to penetrate the land 
of Gorre by means of the underwater bridge must be read as if sexual assault is a 
translation of what the story as story is saying. E.M. Forster’s distinction between 
‘story’ and ‘plot’ is still relevant, where he says that the story is the “narrative of events 
arranged in their time sequence” and the plot is the “narrative of events, the emphasis 
falling on causality” (Forster, 1962:93). The romance-mode, however, has no 
causalities. One might argue with good reason that in the romances symbolism takes 
the place of causality. The story tells itself by its linear sequence, but the symbolism of 
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the two bridges introduces an extra layer of experience, as if tangentially, three-
dimensionally, the story suggests a parable: Gawain is like the man who thinks of love 
as penetration, and gets stuck, whereas Lancelot shows that love as devotion 
overcomes the sexual (sword bridge) by great sacrifice and damage to himself. 
Whether seen as tangential third dimension or as multi-layered image of a complex 
experience, the symbols create the real space of the narrative dealing with the choices 
of the two knights on top of the two-dimensional story-line. Both the characters of the 
two protagonists and the ideal of chivalry are explored by this symbolic item of setting. 
And even if the story-line is not linear, but cyclic, or consists of concentric circles, that 




Structuralist theory, based on the theories of Roland Barthes (1975: passim), likes to 
claim that, while the story-line tells the story, it is the structure of the narrative that 
determines the signification, to put it succinctly. Signification is how one arrives at the 
‘meaning’ of the narrative, or rather at a responsible interpretation. Another starting-
point for structuralism is found in the works of the anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss, 
who argued that ‘things’ (story-elements) have no meaning an sich. It is their mutual 
relations and contrasts that gives them power of expression; that is how their 
signification is created. He illustrated this point by stating that, when man is connected 
with the sun, or woman with the moon, that does not signify that man is like the sun or 
woman like the moon, but that the relationship between man and woman is to be seen 
in the same way as that between the sun and the moon. So he is, apparently, thinking in 
terms of metonymic connections rather than metaphoric ones.(Lévi-Strauss, 1962).  
 A similar point about signification being created by configuration had also 
been made by the art-historian Erwin Panofsky. What he has to say about Gothic 
design seems to me applicable as well to the structure of romance narrative. Cook & 
Herzman summarize his argument as: “In Gothic, clear principles of subordination are 
always present, so that each figure, statue or story must not be seen simply in itself, but 
in terms of its placement, and thence as it is related to the comprehensive sculptural 
arrangement in the cathedral as a whole.” Each single statue or figure, they summarize, 
is invariably part of a larger group, and its identity is determined by its placement in 
this group. The placement is “a clearly articulated design”. (Cook and Herzman, 
2004:224-25).  
 The general idea of the strictly relative significance of items in a Gothic whole 
determined by their relative placement has informed my structuralist-cum-
narratological approach to idealist texts. Instead of analysing characters and events an 
sich, I believe that, for that reason, one should look at the other characters and events, 
opponents, associates and helpers, to discover what idealism is embodied in the 
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protagonist, and how that is achieved, by analysing the contrasts and variations and 
different settings. In romances ideals are not simply embodied by the characters, as in 
allegory, but they are enacted. In allegory the ideals are embodied a priori in the 
characters; their action shows the results of the interaction between specific virtues and 
specific vices familiar to the audience. In the romances the protagonist is only fully 
defined by the nature and pattern of his actions on the one hand, and by the parallels 
and contrasts with the ‘other’ characters on the other. That is how the path from pride 
and arrogance to social desirability is shown – in the action of overcoming the 
particular checks and obstacles in the way of the specific ideal(ism).  
 Accepting Jacques Lacan’s admonition that we must “set out from the 
conception of the Other as the locus of the signifier. Any statement of authority has no 
other guarantee than its very enunciation, and it is pointless for us to seek it in another 
signifier, which could not appear outside this locus in any way.” (Lacan, 1966:813), 
one implication of that injunction is that the ‘other’ characters in specific romances can 
only be analysed in their connection with the protagonist, and not in their own right or 
connection with each other. They only have a function as contrasts or parallels to the 
protagonists, who are the proper carriers of the hegemony-ideal which the text in hand 
is showing in action. This restricted analysis makes it necessary to treat the texts as 
autonomous. The functions of characters, even well-known ones, are different in 
different narratives, or even in different renderings of the same story.  
 Since, in each text, the ‘actants’ have only functions, and no character of their 
own, the use of schemata such as Freud’s ‘ego, super-ego, id’, or Jung’s ‘persona, 
anima, animus, shadow’ are more justifiable for the analysis of romances than 
monograph studies of characters in isolation. Vladimir Propp’s list of functions – hero, 
villain, donor, helper, sought-for person, dispatcher, false hero, or any other 
narratological schema – is also useful in its own way (Propp, 1968:25-65 and passim).  
Apart from the structuralist interest in repetitions, parallels, echoes, contrasts, 
oppositions, and mirror-images, the patterning of the story appears to me as 
particularly worth studying. Story-lines can be linear or circular or take the form of 
concentric circles. The structuralist and narratological approaches require an analysis 
of what the functions of the various story-lines entail. A certain amount of 
generalization seems possible, but there do not seem to be hard and fast rules. The 
heroic epics, from Homer and Virgil into the early Middle Ages, are mainly linear in 
plot, often combining glorious deeds with a tragic ending. But also the romances 
employ linear plots, without the tragedy, to show, for instance, development from pride 
and arrogance to social acceptability and/or humility. Or in the quest of a young 
knight-bachelor leading to full knighthood through marriage, or to some form of 
kingship. The episodic romances of the Arthurian cycle, on the other hand, tend to 
show a story-line from departure to return, a return to the status quo. These cyclic plots 
express hopefulness, in different ways. Sir Orfeo celebrates the status quo after the 
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successful return, whereas Sir Gawain and the Green Knight shows a return that casts 
doubts on the status quo without changing it.  Sir Launfal, to mention another one, 
turns the returned knight into a challenger of the old order. In the last two cases, at least 
one knight has achieved an idealistic position, which is still hopeful. The self-
regenerating power of the ideal, implied in the cyclic story-line, is hopeful, because it 
suggests the possibility of a new start on a higher level, a new chance for the ideal. The 
emphasis on the New Year in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight (cf. no. 4), or the 
setting in harvest time in Pearl plus its steps to the New Jeruzalem as an upwards-
moving spiral (cf. no. 8) are examples. This cyclic structure appears to stress the 
humanity of the protagonists, emphasizing that human effort is never perfect enough to 
achieve the goal in a linear way. The linear Grail-romances show their different 
idealism because they lack this view. Finally, the romances structured as concentric 
circles generally show a plot in which initial undesirable situations or initial 
shortcomings in acting according to the ideal are set right, in reverse order, after a 
crucial central experience. If the linear and cyclic texts show how the ideal is achieved 
by the protagonist in action, the concentric-circles romances show most clearly how it 
is the influence of the ideal that forms the character of the protagonist; there is even 




The revival of interest in medieval heroic literature from the nineteenth century 
onwards has led to numerous new creative works, mainly of the romance-type. I like to 
see these new revival-creations as ‘translatio’, in the medieval sense of a transfer to 
new surroundings. However frivolous it may seem, I am thinking of the ‘translatio’-
ritual of the medieval confirmation of sainthood, when the corpse is dug up, the 
skeleton thoroughly cleaned, then displayed on the altar and, finally, re-interred with 
great pomp (Jongen, 2005:13).  
 I have not attempted to study in general why the revival of medieval romance 
took place, but have only looked at a few specific cases. The ‘why’ may be found as 
early as 1765 in Thomas Percy’s essay “On the Ancient Metrical Romances, &c.” 
(Percy, 1966: Vol.III, Appendix II, 329-376), which signals the start of the Romantic 
interest in ‘gothic’ pre-Classicism romances, ballads and folktales. This essay launched 
the antiquarian collections that were the basis for the revival in the sense of new 
creative productions. These new literary productions have bloomed into covering the 
whole gamut of translations, retellings, modern adaptations from a variety of different 
angles, use of ‘gothic’ plots and elements in poetry, novels, films and fantasies for all 
kinds of different agenda’s, even adaptations of the genre itself, characteristics filled 




 As I said at the beginning of this introduction, my interest in the revival is of a 
limited medievalist kind: how close to the medieval romances as genre are these texts? 
I am interested in, for instance, how nineteenth- and twentieth-century texts provide a 
historical perspective through hindsight on the medieval romances themselves. William 
Morris’s and Matthew Arnold’s and Alfred, Lord Tennyson’s retellings of romances 
are clear examples of how, through their nineteenth-century angles of approach, they 
sharpen our views about issues that remained unspecified in the medieval texts. These 
‘translations’ suggest interpretations which may occasionally deepen our insight in the 
medieval texts, through the wisdom of hindsight. But they also show how the new texts 
manipulate the old stories to suit their contemporary cultural context. Matthew 
Arnold’s Tristram and Iseult and Algernon Swinburne’s Arthurian poems would be 
cases in point.  
 Fantasy literature – not based on medieval sources, but still essentially 
romances – is of interest for the history and development of the genre of romance. 
Fantasy has the make-believe world in common with the romances, the basic idea of a 
world that is larger than everyday experience, or that is, at least, outside the 
probabilities of the usual. The result is a heightened sense of adventure, such as the 
romances have. I am not suggesting that the romances alone provided the model for 
that; centuries of travel-literature have obviously also left their stamp on the fantasy 
narratives. Ignoring the many fantasy-stories that only play the market of improbable 
adventures and unnatural sexual relations, there is a great deal of fantasy literature 
providing serious quests for general truths for our time or for ideals old and new. 
Science-fiction is no exception to this serious option. Romances and fantasies have in 
common that the heroes depart from their own social settings, with their ideals already 
intact, ready to be challenged (but not overcome) in worlds of ‘others’ (aliens) where 
other passions and values reign. The otherworld or future-projecting passions and 
values of science-fiction may be more speculative or more outrageous, but the general 
idea is the same as that of the romances. Fantasy without parallels to our own world, 
however, is not possible, simply because such writing would not communicate with the 
audience (cf. Jackson, 1981:27, quoting Dostoyevsky; also Hume, 1984:164-167). 
 
More clearly, perhaps, than in medieval literature, the idealisms in the Medieval 
Revival literature are paradigmatic. This is possibly so because the paradigms reflect 
the individual author’s connection of his own paradigm of the ideal with various other 
paradigms of his own time and place. The fact that a simplified idealist paradigm, or a 
too conventional one, deadens the idealistic view can already be seen in Malory’s Le 
Morte D’Arthur. Especially in the Medieval Revival texts analysis of the author’s 
attitude towards his idealist paradigm is called for, because the attitude determines his 
handling of the narrative material. This is, of course, largely true of the medieval texts 
as well. Three attitudes of different degree can be recognized. The most elevated one is 
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when the paradigm is treated with sacramental awe. In that case the ideal is projected 
as a true vision, whether inspired by love or by the wisdom of an ancient adviser. 
Almost as stimulating is when the paradigm is celebrated. The ideal then is affirmed 
after a glorious example. The least inspiring of these attitudes is when the paradigm is 
remembered with nostalgia. Nostalgic admiration may be used as a rallying back to 
ideals that ‘worked’ in the past, but the tenor is either pessimism about the present or, 
in some cases, downright nationalist propaganda.  
 Revival literature is a matter of reflecting past idealisms in a variety of 
different mirrors. Theoretically this situation should make a classification of these 
narratives possible. I am, however, not sure that classification is a helpful tool, because 
it makes for poor readings, in my experience. For me, an awareness of the different 
mirrors is no more than a way of limiting the different angles from which the question 
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Pearl en de fundamenten van het Hemelse Jeruzalem 





Wel duizend maal heb ik horen zeggen 
Dat er vreugde is in de hemel en pijn in de hel, 
En ik geef graag toe dat het zo is; 
Maar niettemin weet ik toch ook maar al te goed 
Dat er niemand is in deze wereld 
Die ofwel in de hemel ofwel in de hel is geweest, 
Noch daarvan kan getuigen op enige andere wijze 
Dan als hij heeft horen zeggen of als hij in geschriften heeft aangetroffen; 
Want uit ervaring kan niemand het bewijzen. 
Maar God verhoede dat mensen niet meer zouden geloven 
Dan wat mensen met eigen ogen gezien hebben! [i] 
Deze wijze woorden van de Engelse dichter Geoffrey Chaucer (1343-1400) zijn 
uitstekend van toepassing als motto bij een bespreking van Pearl, een gedicht van een 
anonieme tijdgenoot. Het idee dat wat niet beproefd kan worden dus moet worden 
geloofd, is uitermate toepasselijk op de beschrijving van het Hemelse Jeruzalem in de 
Middelengelse droom-allegorie Pearl, die deze “geschreven gevonden” heeft in de 
Apokalyps of de Openbaring van de apostel Johannes. Pearl is een van vier teksten in 
een uniek handschrift (British Library, MS Cotton Nero A.x) van ca. 1400, 
vermoedelijk door één auteur geschreven rond 1390 in het dialect van de 
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noordwestelijke Midlands. Een ander van de vier gedichten is Sir Gawain and the 
Green Knight; we hebben het dus over de befaamde ‘Gawain-poet’, ook wel de ‘Pearl-
poet’ genoemd.[ii] De teksten zijn ontstaan in de periode dat binnen de middeleeuwse 
discussie in scholastieke kringen over de Vrije Wil het debat weer was losgemaakt over 
het bereiken van de eeuwige zaligheid ‘door genade alleen’ (sola gratia) of ook door 
‘goede werken’ (opera). Dit debatpunt staat centraal in Pearl. 
Vorm en samenvatting 
Het gedicht bestaat uit 101 strofen van twaalf regels, totaal 1212 regels. Twaalf is ook 
een belangrijk getal in de Apokalyps. Het is verdeeld in twintig delen van vijf strofen, 
waarvan de eerste vier delen een visioen bevatten, de volgende twaalf een discussie, en 
de laatste vier het visioen van het Hemelse Jeruzalem. 
De ik-persoon bezoekt op 15 augustus het graf van zijn op 2-jarige leeftijd overleden 
dochtertje op een overgroeide plek. Dat wordt allegorisch voorgesteld als een juwelier 
die zijn kostbaarste parel is verloren in de natuur, ergens tussen het groen. Hij valt in 
slaap en ziet in een droom een helder verlicht landschap bestaande uit kristallen rotsen, 
bossen van blauwe bomen met zilveren bladeren en parels als kiezelstenen, zoet-
geurend fruit en felgekleurde vogels die zingen in schitterende harmonie. Hij wandelt 
tot aan een rivier. Hij kan de rivier niet oversteken. De overkant lijkt hem het paradijs. 
Lopend langs de rivier ziet hij aan de overzijde een meisje, gehuld in een wit gewaad 
bestikt met parels. Zij komt op hem toe; hij herkent zijn dochtertje. 
Achteraf bezien bevat dit visioen al een aantal symbolische of allegorische elementen 
die ontleend zijn aan de beschrijving van het Hemelse Jeruzalem in de Apokalyps. 
In de delen vijf t/m zestien spreken en debatteren zijn dochtertje en hij, gescheiden 
door het water. Zij legt uit dat zij bruid van Christus en koningin van de hemel is en dat 
zijn verdriet dus onredelijk is. Hij begrijpt niet wat zij zegt. Het debat culmineert in de 
Parabel van de Wijngaard, de ‘Werkers van het Elfde Uur’, die het centrum van het 
gedicht vormt. De discussie gaat voort over Gods genade, die volgens het meisje altijd 
toereikend is, ongeacht goede werken. Vooral de onschuldigen krijgen hoog aanzien in 
de hemel: zij zijn de honderdvierenveertigduizend getekenden zoals gezien in de 
Apokalyps. 
Bij monde van het meisje verandert de dichter dus de originele 
honderdvierenveertigduizend getekenden waar de Apokalyps van spreekt – eenmaal in 
Openbaring 7:4 waar het over de stammen van Israël gaat, en eenmaal in 14:1 waar 
gesproken wordt over de ‘onschuldigen’ die (14:4) “zich niet met vrouwen hebben 
bevlekt maar maagdelijk gebleven zijn” – in de maagdelijke bruiden van Christus. In 
de Middeleeuwen werden die, op grond van het Epistel voorgeschreven voor het feest 




Tenslotte toont ze hem, in de laatste vier delen, het Hemelse Jeruzalem, haar 
verblijfplaats, aan haar zijde van het water. Het is “de Heuvel van Sion, zoals gezien 
door Johannes in de Apokalyps”. Niet het oude Jeruzalem waar het Lam is geslacht en 
waar Johannes de Doper had voorzegd: “Ziet het Lam Gods dat de zonden van de 
wereld wegneemt.” Het Lam is dus tweemaal herkend in het oude, maar voor de derde 
maal in het nieuwe Jeruzalem, neergedaald op Gods bevel. Het Lam is wit, zoals ook 
Zijn bruiden. Een stem klinkt uit de Hemel als het geluid van vele wateren en de 
donder. Rond Gods troon staan de vierentwintig Oudsten en de Vier Dieren. Er wordt 
een “nieuw lied” gezongen, gedragen door de bruiden, die verlost zijn als de eerste 
vruchten die aan God verschuldigd zijn. Een schitterende stad van puur goud en 
flonkerend als glas. De fundering bestaat uit twaalf lagen van edelsteen, iedere laag één 
soort, met name genoemd, de twaalf treden hoog en steil. 
De stad is een perfecte kubus: twaalf maal tweehonderd meter lang, breed en hoog; de 
straten van goud, de muren van jaspis, de woningen van allerlei edelstenen. Er zijn 
twaalf toegangspoorten, drie aan iedere zijde, iedere poort een parel met op ieder de 
naam van een van de twaalf stammen van Israël. Die poorten zijn nooit gesloten, want 
er komt toch nooit iemand binnen die niet smetteloos is. Dan volgen, om kort te gaan, 
de details van het licht, Gods troon, de rivier en de vruchtbomen, globaal zoals die in 
hoofdstuk 21 en 22 van de Apokalyps beschreven worden. In Pearl vindt men slechts 
een selectie van de details uit de Apokalyps, in een afwijkende volgorde, deels uit 
eerdere hoofdstukken, waardoor de betekenis van het geheel tamelijk fundamenteel 
verandert. De dromer probeert tenslotte de rivier over te steken, maar wordt dan 
wakker. 
Bronnen 
Voor de afwijkende vorm van het Hemelse Jeruzalem zijn er andere bronnen dan de 
Apokalyps alleen. De voornaamste zijn de Psalmen van David (Engelse telling 48, 
Nederlandse 47 en 49), Dantes Paradiso en de bron daarvan, De Jerusalem Celeste van 
Giacomino da Verona. Het is niet onwaarschijnlijk dat ook Augustinus’ De Stad Gods 
enige invloed heeft doen gelden. Maar in Pearl vormen de landschaps- en 
stadsbeschrijvingen, hoezeer ook samengesteld uit eerdere religieuze en mystieke 
visioenen en de hoofse ‘locus amoenus’ (lieflijke plek), een ongewoon persoonlijke 
perceptie van de ik-persoon. Het visioen wordt bepaald door zijn gezichtspunt, niet 
door een conventioneel ideaal. 
De datum van handeling, 15 augustus, is al zo’n eigen variant. In tegenstelling tot de 
traditionele setting van de droom-allegorieën in de lente, de ‘reverdie’ na de winter, 
wordt hier de oogsttijd gesuggereerd. En het is de feestdag van Maria’s (lichamelijke) 
ten Hemelopneming, wat weer verwijst naar de verrijzenis van de mens na het Laatste 
Oordeel. Daarbij past een visioen van het Hemelse Jeruzalem, veeleer dan een 
conventioneel visioen van de Hemel. 
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Structuur 
De drietrapsstructuur van het gedicht toont drie gezichtspunten. In generieke termen 
bewegen we van aards realisme (rouw om de dood van het meisje) naar de droom-
allegorie van het leerdebat met het meisje (somnium), hetgeen dan wordt gesublimeerd 
in het spirituele visioen van het Hemelse Jeruzalem (visio). 
In de loop van dat proces wordt de verloren parel tot het parel-meisje van de droom, en 
tenslotte tot de parels in de poorten van Jeruzalem in het visioen. Hiermee wordt 
gesuggereerd dat het thema is hoe daar binnen te komen, of hoe het zaad eerst moet 
sterven en begraven, d.w.z. geplant moet worden om vrucht te kunnen dragen. Intussen 
bewegen we van de vergankelijke aarde (natuurwet) naar het onvergankelijke 
landschap van het middendeel (kosmos of aards paradijs; Gods wet), dan naar het beeld 
van Gods eeuwigheid (sub specie aeternitatis) in het Hemelse Jeruzalem. 
In het middendeel spreekt en is het meisje metaforisch, de dromer menselijk-rationeel. 
Wederzijds begrip komt nauwelijks tot stand. De dromer kan alleen vanuit aardse 
begrippen en categorieën redeneren. Hij kan het meisje en de waarden van gene zijde 
niet zien als metaforen, omdat hij niet kan loskomen van zichzelf. En de theologische 
allegorie van het Hemelse Jeruzalem gaat de poëtische allegorie van het middendeel 
nog ver te boven. 
Vreemdeling in het paradijs  
Woordspel had een hoog intellectueel prestige in de middeleeuwse scholastiek: het 
werd benut om nuances bloot te leggen en om vaste kaders te doorbreken. In Pearl 
gebruiken de dromer en het meisje (de gids van de droom-allegorie) geregeld dezelfde 
woorden in verschillende betekenissen: bijvoorbeeld ‘spot’ in de betekenis ‘smet’, 
‘zonde’ en ‘plaats’, zodat ‘spotless’ niet alleen de zuiverheid van de parel en de 
schuldeloosheid van het gestorven kind kan beduiden, maar ook het feit (wat dus 
eigenlijk hetzelfde is) dat zij ‘zonder woonplaats’ is — niet meer aards maar van een 
andere orde, buiten tijd en plaats, wat de dromer niet wil of kan zien. 
In het debat deconstrueert het meisje de opvattingen van de dromer door ze in een 
metaforischer of spiritueler kader toe te passen, waardoor context-verschuivingen en 
andere significaties ontstaan die de dromer moeten bekeren, maar die hem zichtbaar 
alleen in verwarring brengen. 
Genade, het centrale onderwerp van het gedicht, wordt gedeconstrueerd door er 
consequent het woord “cortaysye” (hoofsheid) voor te gebruiken. God is zo ‘hoofs’ dat 
Zijn genade altijd toereikend is. En aan het hof van God is de Maagd Maria de ‘Quen 
of Cortaysye’ (Koningin van Genade), de ‘gratia plena’ (vol van genade) van het Ave 
Maria. Bovendien zijn, door Gods genade of de wetten van Zijn hof, de 
honderdvierenveertigduizend als maagd gestorvenen allemaal koning of koningin. In 
die context wordt de polysemantiek van het werkwoord ‘paye’ — net als het 
Nederlandse ‘voldoen’ – benut voor ‘betalen’ in de zin van afrekenen en belonen, als 
ook voor ‘voldoende zijn’ in de zin van vervolmaken en van voldoening geven en van 
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aan de eisen voldoen. 
Omdat ‘mote’ zowel ‘stad’ als ‘zonde’ kan betekenen in het dialect van de 
noordwestelijke Midlands, kan de perfecte paradox ontstaan dat het Hemelse Jeruzalem 
de ‘mote wythouten mote’ (stad zonder zonde) is. In de hemel zijn die begrippen 
onscheidbaar, wat het begrip van de dromer te boven gaat. Toch is dat essentieel voor 
de Hemelse Stad. Het hele gedicht draait om het ‘anders zijn’ van hemel en aarde. De 
dromer blijft als vreemdeling verbannen uit het paradijs; zijn intellect moet plaats 
maken voor geloof, voordat hij ooit zal kunnen worden toegelaten. 
Vervreemding wordt ook bewerkstelligd door de landschapsbeschrijvingen. Vanaf het 
begin van zijn droom bevindt de ik-persoon zich in landschappen opgebouwd uit 
paradijs-gemeenplaatsen. De onnatuurlijkheid van de waargenomen landschappen 
tekent zijn vervreemding. Pearl voegt aan de rivier uit De Jerusalem Celeste vol 
juwelen die stralen als sterren aan de hemel, toe: “in een winternacht als de mensen 
slapen” — daarmee extra benadrukkend dat mensen dat dus niet zien. De werelden zijn 
gescheiden, de aardse mens buitengesloten. 
Ook het visioen van het Hemelse Jeruzalem werkt vervreemdend. De Openbaring van 
Johannes is een Apokalyps: een nieuwe wereld ná het Laatste Oordeel, een Einde der 
Tijden-visioen zoals de hele apokalyptische traditie daarna. Alleen in Pearl is het 
visioen niet apokalyptisch, geen Tweede Komst. De surrealistische beelden die voor 
Johannes daar juist gestalte aan gaven, worden wel geleend, maar de nadruk ligt in 
Pearl op het feit dat de levende dromer daarvan uitgesloten is. De twaalf fundamenten, 
de symmetrische bouw, de twaalf poorten, de bomen die twaalf maal per jaar twaalf 
soorten vruchten geven, zijn bovenmenselijk en onnatuurlijk. Het is een schokkend 
buitenaards tafereel, in plaats van de conventionele ‘pleasance’ van de droom-allegorie. 
Het sluit de dromer buiten, zowel zintuigelijk als intellectueel; hij kan het niet bevatten, 
hooguit in geloof leren aanvaarden. Als de dromer in de rivier wil springen, blijkt dat 
het debat tussen hem en zijn gids hem nog niet veel dichter bij begrip gebracht heeft. 
De theologische allegorie van het visioen vereist een ‘anders zien’, waartoe het 
middendeel suggesties doet die door de dromer misschien niet worden opgepikt, maar 
die de lezer wel op een spoor zetten. 
Landschap als routekaart 
Ondanks of dankzij de vervreemding functioneren de landschappelijke settings ook als 
de weg die moet worden afgelegd van aardse duisternis naar het lichtende Jeruzalem. 
In zijn analyse van de landschappen in Pearl spreekt John Finlayson van Wegen van 
Kennis van de Waarheid.[iii] Het eerste landschap, vóór de droom begint, is de wereld 
van de seizoenen, onderworpen aan tijd en dood, van graf en geplant zaadje, van dood 
en wedergeboorte, van oogsttijd; heel sensueel-zintuigelijk. Het daarop volgende 
droomlandschap is een veel meer ‘verlichte’ perceptie: met de setting voor het parel-
meisje, het discours en de parabel, tot het uiteindelijke mystieke visioen, wordt een 
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weg afgelegd van zintuigelijke waarneming via de doctrine van de Kerk en de 
onderrichting door de Verlosser zelf (met exegese door het meisje) naar pure 
contemplatie. De zintuigen tonen de menselijke waarden. Maar de kristallisering van 
het landschap in de droom, de menging van organische en niet-organische elementen, 
toont dit tweede landschap als noch geheel natuurlijk, noch als reeds geheel hemels. 
Het is wel al intelligibel, maar nog steeds overweldigend sensueel. Het landschap aan 
gene zijde van de rivier heeft nog niet een puur religieuze betekenis: voor de dromer is 
het meer ‘locus amoenus’ dan spiritueel paradijs. Alleen in de woorden van de gids 
wordt de theologische symboliek geactiveerd. De lezer weet geleidelijk al wel wat de 
dromer zich zou moeten realiseren, maar wat het gedicht biedt is het stadium van 
perceptie van de dromer: het proces blijkt belangrijker dan de significatie. Finlayson 
citeert Sint Bonaventura over de Weg van Kennis van de Waarheid die, onvermijdelijk, 
van het letterlijke via het symbolische naar het mystieke inzicht leidt. Het visioen van 
het Hemelse Jeruzalem is, in het gedicht en dus voor de dromer, dan ook vlakker dan 
het middendeel. Het idee van een af te leggen weg wordt nog eens gesuggereerd door 
het feit dat pas bij het zien van de processie van de honderdvierenveertigduizend 
maagden de dromer uiting geeft aan gevoelens van “delyt” (vreugde). De beschrijving 
van de drie landschappelijke settings laat dus duidelijk zien dat het gedicht niet gaat 
over een visioen van de hemel, maar dat het een dramatisering is van de weg van 
duisternis naar illuminatie. 
Lapidaire symboliek van het fundament 
De fundering van het Hemelse Jeruzalem bestaat uit twaalf lagen van elk één soort 
edelsteen, die een trap vormen. Dit beeld is rechtstreeks ontleend aan de Apokalyps 
(hfst. 21:19-20); ook de edelstenen in Pearl zijn identiek aan die van Johannes. Robert 
Blanch heeft deze twaalf edelstenen nageplozen in een viertal middeleeuws-Engelse 
lapidaria om hun ‘significatio’ (allegorische betekenis) vast te stellen.[iv] Hij komt met 
de volgende opsomming: de onderste laag van jaspis beduidt Geloof, met de 
bijbehorende standvastigheid nodig om onwaarheid te onderwerpen aan waarheid. De 
tweede laag, de trede van saffier, beduidt Hoop, gebaseerd op de belofte van hemels 
geluk voor mensen van goede wil. Het chalcedoon van de derde trede betekent 
Deemoedigheid, het tegengestelde van trots, specifiek wanneer goede mensen slechte 
mensen inspireren tot goedheid, een vorm van Caritas (naastenliefde). De vierde laag, 
die van smaragd, verwijst naar ‘het geloof van de vier evangelisten’, dat tot 
onbesmetheid leidt. De vijfde trede, die van sardonyx, staat voor Berouw, het 
versmaden van vleselijke lust en bereidheid straf te aanvaarden, wat hoop weer 
mogelijk maakt. Het karneool of robijn van de zesde trap beduidt het Bloed van 
Christus, de liefdedaad van de verlossing van onze zonden. De zevende laag, die van 
chrysoliet, is de Onderrichting door Jesus Christus middels prediking en wonderen, de 
basis van ons geloof. Dat brengt ons bij de achtste trede, die van beril, dat Christus’ 
Wederopstanding uit de dood beduidt, de basis van de menselijke hoop. Het topaas van 
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de negende trap verwijst naar de Engelen en het bekroonde leven in de Hemel, de 
beloning als liefdesgave. De tiende laag, die van chrysopraas, geeft het voortploeteren 
van de mens aan in zijn pogingen om het aardse leven op te geven terwille van het 
eeuwige. De elfde trede, die van hyacint, staat voor de lering van de gelovigen door 
priesters en theologen, die de mens van ijdele gedachten en depressie verlost. Tenslotte 
verwijst het amethist van de twaalfde trap naar het purper van het pas vergoten bloed 
van Christus, de ultieme liefdedaad, de wijn van de Eucharistie en de martelaren die zo 












Die Pilgerfahrt zum Himmlischen Jerusalem 
Deze allegorische interpretatie is niet specifiek Engels. Het elfde- of twaalfde-eeuwse 
Middelhoogduitse gedicht “Vom himmlischen Jerusalem” geeft een vrijwel identieke 
interpretatie van de twaalf edelstenen in de tekst zelf.[v] Het betreft kennelijk een 
gevestigde traditie van allegorische duiding die in het veertiende-eeuwse Engeland van 
Pearl algemeen bekend was. Maar noch het Middelhoogduitse gedicht, noch Blanch in 
zijn analyse van Pearl werken de implicaties uit van het allegorische schema van de 
fundamenten van het Hemelse Jeruzalem. Wel voegt de Duitse dichter tenslotte aan 
zijn opsomming toe dat de hoogte, lengte en breedte van de stad naar Geloof, Hoop en 
Liefde verwijzen, waaruit vele deugden voortkomen (strofe 25) en dat men “nu 
gehoord heeft hoe u in die stad moet komen” (strofe 26). 
Dat sterkt mij in het vermoeden dat de twaalf lagen edelstenen in de Middeleeuwen 
meer zijn dan alleen de fundering van het Hemelse Jeruzalem. Zij lijken ook een 
trapsgewijze opgang, de treden die men de een na de ander moet opgaan om op een 
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hoger niveau te komen, dat uiteindelijk toegang verschaft tot de hemelse stad. De 
opgang blijkt te bestaan uit vier tritsen die steeds vormen van Geloof, Hoop en Liefde 
beduiden. De cirkel van de drie ‘theologische deugden’ wordt viermaal afgelegd, 
telkens op een hoger niveau van theologisch inzicht, als in een spiraalvormige opgang 
waarbij iedere trede de volgende stap omhoog mogelijk maakt. Zo vormen de twaalf 
lagen de feitelijke toegangsweg tot de heilige stad, waarvan de twaalf paarlen poorten 
slechts de sublimatie zijn — zoals de gids als parel-meisje de sublimatie is van de 
lering daarvan. De poorten geven in dit gedicht niet enkel meer toegang aan de 
stammen van Israël, maar aan alle mensen van goede wil die bereid zijn de twaalftraps 
toegangsweg te gaan. Als de lezer de suggesties van het parel-meisje volgt, heeft het 
speciaal geconstrueerde Hemelse Jeruzalem van Pearl misschien meer te bieden dan 
een mystieke ervaring. 
Anagogie vs. allegorie 
Exegese van de Heilige Schrift was in de twaalfde en dertiende eeuw ontwikkeld tot 
een vierledig interpretatiemodel, door Thomas van Aquino (Summa Theologiae I, i, 
10) omschreven als één letterlijk niveau en drie spirituele niveaus: een allegorische 
betekenis wanneer de dingen van de Oude Wet dingen van de Nieuwe Wet beduiden; 
een morele betekenis wanneer de daden van Christus tekenen zijn van hoe wij moeten 
handelen; een anagogische betekenis wanneer geduid wordt op de dingen die in de 
eeuwige glorie vóór ons liggen. Die laatste drie werden ook wel kort samengevat als: 
wat men moet geloven, hoe men moet handelen en wat men mag hopen. In dit 
middeleeuws-scholastieke schema is de Openbaring van Johannes een anagogische 
tekst: de Wederkomst en het Oordeel worden voorspeld, waarna de uitverkorenen voor 
eeuwig bij God zullen zijn, een Apokalyps. Dat geldt evenzeer voor de latere 
iconografie van het Hemelse Jeruzalem in beeld en tekst. Maar het geldt niet voor 
Pearl.[vi] Ad Putter (160-161) wijst er terecht op dat het Jeruzalem van Pearl niet 
apokalyptisch is: er is geen aankondiging van de opneming van de mens in Gods 
koninkrijk, maar juist nadruk op de buitensluiting van de levende mens. De iconografie 
van de Apokalyps wordt weliswaar selectief gebruikt, maar met zodanige contextuele 
aanpassingen dat de vervreemding wordt onderstreept en de toegankelijkheid wordt 
geblokkeerd, tenzij…. 
Dat ‘tenzij’ wordt gesuggereerd doordat de auteur de symboliek van de details 
verschuift van anagogisch naar allegorisch. De typisch allegorische beeldspraak zoals 
die in de Psalmen en in Augustinus’ Stad Gods te vinden zijn — de geblokkeerde 
landschappen en stad — maken van het oorspronkelijk mystieke (anagogische) visioen 
een leerdicht over genade, zonder welke de hemelse stad niet te bereiken is. Die genade 
wordt in kaart gebracht, in woord en beeld, als te verdienen door de theologische 
deugden van Geloof, Hoop en Liefde te betrachten. De levende mens moet zich van 





[i] Geoffrey Chaucer, The Legend of Good Women, Proloog, 1-11, in The Riverside 
Chaucer, ed. Larry D. Benson, Boston, Houghton Mifflin & Oxford University Press, 
1987, 588 (mijn vertaling). 
[ii] Voor meer details zie Putter (1996). Voor een teksteditie met een modern-Engelse 
vertaling ernaast zie Vantuono (1984). 
[iii] Finlayson (1974) geeft een zeer gedetailleerde en beredeneerde analyse van de drie 
landschappen in Pearl. 
[iv] Zie Blanch (1966). 
[v] Zie Anon. (1965). 
[vi] Field (1986) geeft gedetailleerde vergelijkingen met de visuele iconografie van het 
Hemelse Jeruzalem in de beeldende kunsten, waar Pearl sterk van afwijkt door een 
veel dynamischer voorstelling. 
[vii] Voor een feministische interpretatie van de hemelse stad als symbool van 
vrouwelijkheid of moederschap zie Stanbury (1994). Voor een ‘categorie-verplaatsing’ 
van Pearl’s Hemelse Jeruzalem als beeld van een wereldlijk-hoofs machtscentrum, zie 
dezelfde auteur (Stanbury: 2001). 
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) appears to have been written in Ireland ca. 1330 (Treharne, 2004:431). Its 
possible sources and analogues are described by Thomas Hill (1975: passim), Emily 
Yoder (1983: 228, 231-34) and Wim Tigges (1995: 93-94). 
 
This 190-line poem is notoriously difficult to interpret, for two reasons: its genre is not 
marked in any clear way, and it requires a detailed knowledge of monastic life that is 
rare among present-day audiences. Such knowledge is necessary to recognize its genre 
as parody. A reading of the poem as satire is problematic, because the actions and 
descriptions of the monks in Cokaygne do neither represent nor ridicule any actual 
behaviour by any actual monks anywhere at any time falling short of any ideal. It may 
be comic, but it is not a castigation of actual vices or follies. It appears to be a travesty 
of monastic ideals (cf. Tony Davenport, 2004: 192). Literary historians who treat the 
poem only briefly, such as W.P. Ker, David Zesmer, Derek Pearsall, Piero Boitani, 
tend to assume that it is satirical, but give no detailed analyses to support that view. I 
do not deny, however, an occasional satirical drift in Cokaygne, but I would like to 
argue that parody as the generic medium provides a more helpful key to the text. 
 
The problem of the genre, whether satire or parody, is, perhaps, best illustrated by 
looking at two passages first. The first describes the monks at mass, ll. 113-120 
(Treharne, 2004: 433; I have normalized the thorns and yoghs as th and gh). 
 
Whan the monkes gooth to masse, 
Al the fenestres that beth of glasse   windows; are 
Turneth into cristal bright 
To ghive monkes more light. 
Whan the masses beth iseiid,   have been said 
And the bokes up ileiid,    put away 
The cristal turnith into glasse 
In state that hit rather wasse.   earlier on 
 
This passage could be read as a satirical thrust at monks for whom the spiritual 
illumination that they receive from the divine service does not make a lasting 
impression. But the fact that the change that the illumination should make has been 
transferred (‘translated’) from the service itself to the windows can hardly be seen as 
typical of the satirical mode. Inversion of cause and effect is comic, but not effective 
for castigation-purposes. On the other hand, parody could be intended, in this case of 
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the common prayer at the beginning of the monastic day: ‘Spiritus sanctus, illumine 
sensus et corda nostra’ (Holy Spirit, illuminate our minds and our hearts; from memory 
of my own schooldays). In that case, it could well be a parody of a common practice of 
monastic life, rather than a castigation of some actual folly or vice. 
The next scene (ll. 121-32) causes a similar problem: 
 
The yung monkes euch dai    each day 
Aftir met goth to plai.   their meal 
Nis ther hauk no fule so swifte  hawk nor bird 
Bettir fleing bi the lifte   through the air 
Than the monkes, heigh of mode,  
With har slevis and har hode.  their 
       Whan the abbot seeth ham flee,  
That he holt for moch glee;   he considers that 
Ak natheles, al theramang,   in the middle of all that 
He biddith ham light to evesang.  alight for evensong 
The monkes lightith noght adun; 
Ac furre fleeth in o randun.   further; at random  
 
There could be a satirical suggestion here of a breaking of the monastic vows of 
obedience and of ‘stabilitas loci’ – not to leave the monastery without the abbot’s 
permission –, as Thomas Hill (1975: 55) and Wim Tigges (1995: 98) suggest. The 
other two vows, of poverty and of chastity, are also seen to be implicitly broken 
elsewhere in the poem by the description of the abundance in the monastery and by the 
dealings with the nunnery respectively. The passage could also be read as a satirical 
castigation of monks not being inspired by spiritual food, but by physical: “Aftir met” 
(l. 122), so by gluttony. The punning association of Gula (gluttony) and Regula 
(monastic rule) was, after all, a wordplay that was very common throughout the Middle 
Ages (Cartlidge, 2003: 46-47). 
The latter would suggest a parodic/linguistic approach rather than satire. Satire 
against monks’ volatility might well be intended, but there is good reason to assume 
that a parody is being presented here of the monastic ideal of contemplation, because, 
as Thomas Hill states (1975: 57), contemplation was known in monastic circles as 
‘volare ad Deum’ (to fly towards God). “Heigh of mode” (in high spirits/ in an elevated 
mood, l. 125) would then be the giveaway marker for the parody, as “to ghive monkes 
more light” was, by the same token, in the previous scene (l. 116). We shall see later 
that there are similar markers for a parody-reading in the other passages as well. 
The manuscript-context would also seem to support a parodic reading. In his 
analysis of MS Harley 913 Neil Cartlidge points out that the codex contains a 
considerable number of texts of a parodic nature, among them a ‘Drinkers’ Mass’, an 
‘Hours of the Seven Sleepers’, and a ‘Devil’s Letter’  (2003: 47-52). He also notices a 
preoccupation with food, drink and feasting throughout the manuscript, commonly as 
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absurd parodies of temperance (2003: 46). He argues that the Gula/Regula pun, 
mentioned above, underlies this preoccupation: in its parodic use it emphasizes the 
importance of temperance for living a Christian life according to a Rule. 
 
For my conviction that the undoubted satirical effects are only occasional in The Land 
of Cokaygne, but that parody is the true medium of this text – the key to the 
interpretation of the whole poem – I am indebted to Mikhail Bakhtin’s ideas about the 
importance of parody in the Middle Ages (Bakhtin, 2000: passim). 
According to Bakhtin, the Middle Ages inherited from classical antiquity the 
idea that everything serious needs to have its comic double. He points to the Greek 
satyr-plays following the tragedy-trilogies on the same themes on the stage and, more à 
propos, to the Roman Saturnalia, festivities mixing the serious with original 
productions for laughter, often based on local folklore. He sees these doubles as 
parodies liberating the serious from the power of language. The basis of his argument 
is that pre-Renaissance parody was much more important than it has been ever since. 
The “appropriation of words of others” (Bakhtin’s definition of parody) was a central 
concern of the Middle Ages, he argues, because all the most important domains of 
official life – Holy Scripture, religion and political theory – had come down on them in 
Latin and had to be appropriated by them in a process of ‘translatio’ (transfer) into their 
vernaculars. 
The freedom – or perhaps one should say respected necessity – of expression 
in terms of parody was especially connected with feastdays and school festivals. The 
Feast of Fools or Feast of the Ass encouraged laughter in the church at Easter and 
Christmas, to celebrate rebirth and resurrection by cheerful rather than reverentially 
serious means. In the schools at the end of term everything that had been seriously 
studied was ridiculed, from Sacred Writ to school grammar – in the spirit of the satyr-
plays. Parodies of hymns, prayers, even complete liturgies followed (such as witnessed 
in MS Harley 913). 
Bakhtin reminds us that the sacred Latin word was a foreign body that had 
invaded the organism of the vernacular languages, conceptualizing the higher 
ideological thought-processes. One might wish to add that the history of Russia and 
China, just to mention a few, gives ample illustration of similar problems in imposing a 
central ‘foreign’ ideology on large and diverse areas. Bakhtin continues to state that the 
fact that this is “someone else’s word” was felt as much in the reverent acceptance as in 
the parodic ridicule. He mentions as examples of the one the many macaronic texts, 
and of the other the Carmina Burana. It is interesting to notice, by the way, that the 
latter includes a song by an “abbas cucaniensis” (abbot of Cokaygne). 
Apart from the “parodia sacra”, Bakhtin says, “intentional hybrid” texts 
appeared, consisting of a cross-over of styles of discourse within the vernacular 
language. The values of the parodied style are transposed and biased in a particular 
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direction. These are “dialogic texts”, which Bakhtin sees as an argument between two 
generic languages within the same language, between two points of view which cannot 
be translated into one another. These are ‘dialogues’ between a dismal sacred world of 
joyless pedants or unctuous hypocrites and a cheerful folk world. In the vernaculars, he 
concludes, parody is a superstructure of laughter on the Roman model: the laughing 
double for each serious form, as Shakespeare’s fools and clowns are, I should add, and, 
possibly, Rabelais and Cervantes (although, perhaps, the burlesque element in the latter 
two is too dominant to include them here). 
 
Bakhtin’s analysis of medieval parody appears to me to be eminently relevant to The 
Land of Cokaygne. Its picture of an upside-down world, like that of the Carmina 
Burana, is described by Bennett as a parodying style which “limits or sterilizes the 
satiric possibilities implicit in an account of the solid joys and liquid pleasures known 
to monks and nuns” (Bennett, 1990: 14-15). It is possible to read Cokaygne’s 
analogues as wish-fulfilments of a downtrodden peasantry, as Southern (1970: 230) 
and Hill (1975: 56) suggest, but I do not see how this elucidates our particular poem in 
hand (cf. Bennett, 1990: 17). Nor do I find in Cokaygne the kind of symbolism typical 
of romances and fantasies that creates extra dimensions of narrative space for allusive 
significations. I rather notice a limitation of significances by means of ‘différances’ 
(Lacan’s term) created by the language of the poem, so: an ‘intentional hybrid’ à la 
Bakhtin, akin to the parody of sacred ceremony at the Feast of Fools. 
The very opening of the poem, the ‘translatio’ of Paradise to the West, already 
appears to function as a comic double (Bakhtin), or as a ‘comic antitype of Paradise’, 
showing the goliardic impulse of those who lead a life of discipline to occasionally 
play the fool, as witnessed in the Carmina Burana (Bennett & Smithers, 1968: 137-
38). Bakhtin’s argument that these ‘translationes’ of religious, political and scholarly 
data from Latin or otherwise ‘from another world’ have a historical function for the 
common people to learn the languages and terminology in order to fully understand 
and integrate the concepts, is a key to The Land of Cokaygne that really unlocks its 
topsy-turvy world. It is this same argument that applies also to the comic ‘translations’ 
in the later Mystery Plays, and in Shakespeare’s clowns and fools, as I mentioned 
earlier, just showing how important – and ‘likely’ – this type of intentional hybrid 
parody was for the Middle Ages. 
That Cokaygne’s particularly sensual paradise in the West is, first and 
foremost, a parody of the spiritual paradise (Hill, 1975: 56) or of the monastic ideals, is 
borne out clearly enough by a detailed analysis of the text. The satirical implications 
are no more than natural side-effects of such a parody, not the core of the form. The 





Fur in see bi west Spayngne   Far into the sea 
Is a lond ihote Cockaygne:    called 
Ther nis lond under hevenriche  there is no 
Of wel, of godnis, hit iliche.  Its peer in 
Thogh Paradis be miri and bright, 
Cockaygn is of fairir sight. 
 
(Treharne, 2004: 431, ll. 1-6) 
 
The fact that Cokaygne is presented as superior to the Earthly Paradise is subsequently 
illustrated by a wealth of strictly sensual details: richer food, better lodging, absense of 
labour, strife, noxious animals and bad weather (ll. 7-44). Like Thomas Hill and Wim 
Tigges, Emily Yoder uses this fact of Cokaygne’s geographical position west of Spain 
to point to St Brendan’s Island of Promise or Fortunate Isle as also situated in the 
Atlantic Ocean (south-)west of Spain (Yoder, 1983: 235 et passim), concluding that 
The Land of Cokaygne belongs to the tradition of the Navigatio Sancti Brandani. She 
does so with less suggestion of parody than either Tigges or Hill, who are referring to a 
much wider and, presumably, older tradition, especially in Ireland, of Blessed Isles in 
the West. The ancient Greeks, by the way, had also located their Elysium in the West 
beyond the Pillars of Hercules. It would appear that in pre-Christian times notions such 
as regions of the rising or the setting sun, or places as far away as possible from one’s 
own world, have contributed to the allocation of places of reward for the deserving. 
The tradition seems to be rather more complicated than has been brought to bear on our 
poem. Moreover, the popular descriptions of the Earthly Paradise in the East also tend 
to concentrate on the physical luxuriance of the Garden of Eden rather than on the 
special pre-lapsarian spiritual grace; as if Bakhtin’s notion of parody was already at 
work here from the start: to convey the spiritual ideal through the sensual. 
I have found one authoritative text among the more ancient Irish ‘historical’ 
texts that has not, to my knowledge, been mentioned in connection with The Land of 
Cokaygne. It seems to me a more convincing source than the Blessed Isles texts, 
because it has more details directly corresponding to Cokaygne than just its 
geographical position. It is the Lebor Gabála Érenn: The Book of the Taking of 
Ireland, which in its section 101: “An explanation of the Takings of Ireland” (in Old 
Irish) describes Ireland first in Latin*: 
 
The island of Ireland is situated in the west; as the Paradise of Adam is situated on the 
southern coast of the east, so Ireland is in the northern portion, toward the west. Those 
lands are as similar by nature, as they are similar by their positions on the earth: for as 
Paradise hath no noxious beasts, so the learned testify that Ireland hath no serpent, 
lion, toad, injurious rat, dragon, scorpion, nor any hurtful beast, save only the wolf. 
And so Ireland is called “the island of the west”…. This [Hibernia] stretches northward 
from Africa, and its foremost parts tend towards Iberia (that is, Spain) and the Bay of 
 
154 A key to The Land of Cokaygne 
Biscay; whence also Hibernia takes its name…. Within it is no serpent, rare bird, nor 
bees;…  
 
     (Stewart MacAlister, 1938: 165) 
 
* MacAlister gives the Third Redaction of section 101, which is in Latin from “Ut dixit historia” 
(162) onwards, from an originally independent ‘Liber Occupationes’, in which elements from Isidore 
of Seville, Orosius and Nennius have been interpolated. Extant MSS are sixteenth century, based on 
sources from the twelfth century. 
 
The absence of noxious animals features prominently in The Land of Cokaygne, too. 
(ll. 31-44). There are striking similarities – both mention serpents first in the list – but 
also striking differences: the absence of the wolf is mentioned second in Cokaygne, 
whereas the wolf is the only noxious animal that is not absent in the Lebor Gabála. Nor 
does Cokaygne make the point that the absence of those noxious beasts is similar to 
their absence from Paradise. The other animals in Cokaygne are strikingly different: 
fox, horse, nag, cow, ox, sheep, swine, goat, studs, fly, flea, louse, worm and snail; 
some of these are hardly noxious, and some of them appear to be there merely for 
rhyming purposes. It would seem that Cokaygne’s list functions as comic hyperbole for 
the purpose of parody. 
If The Land of Cokaygne parodies the Lebor Gabála or its sources for its 
opening description, its parody is a multiple one: not only do we have the ‘translatio’ 
of extreme geographical positions from one end of the world to its diametrically 
opposed position, but Cokaygne becomes a parody of Ireland, itself ‘historically’ seen 
as a type of Paradise (“ut dixit historia”). Blessed Isle, indeed! 
 
 Cokaygne’s claimed superiority to Paradise is stressed by claiming that 
Paradise is “elinglich” (15: a miserable place) since it has but two inhabitants, Elijah 
and Enoch (13-14). As in the case of the triple parody of Cokaygne = Ireland = 
paradise, the lack of company in Paradise is particularly ridiculed by playing on the 
medieval meaning of ‘paradisus’ as either the Earthly Paradise (Vulgate trsl. of 
Genesis’s ‘Garden of Eden’) or Heaven (Luke 23:43; 2 Corinthians 12:4). Enoch 
(Genesis 5:24) and Elijah (2 Kings 2:11) were taken up bodily into Heaven, 
specifically not to the Earthly Paradise, the obvious referent of Cokaygne (cf. Bennett, 
1990:16). This complex play on ‘paradise’ seems to be parody to be enjoyed by an 
informed audience. 
A similar double parody is found again with the four rivers “of oile, melk, 
honi, and wine” (45-46) in Cokaygne, which make Cokaygne a pleasanter place than 
Paradise where there is only “water manis thurst to quench” (12). This parodies the 
four rivers of the Earthly Paradise of Genesis, but adds the specifics of oil, milk, honey 
and wine as found, for instance, in the eighth-century Visio Pauli (cf. Bennett & 
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Smithers, 1968: 338 commentary on ll. 45-46). The same happens later on with the 
four wells in the monastery in Cokaygne, the specification of which (healing ointment, 
healing water, balm, spiced wine) derives from the twelfth-century tradition of St 
Patrick’s Purgatory (Bennett, 1990:16). Both belong to visions of heaven rather than of 
the earthly paradise. Undeniably rich parody. 
When we come to the description of the monastery in Cokaygne, my point about The 
Land of Cokaygne being essentially a parody of the ideal standard of monastic life 
comes up for the test. The external description of the monastery (ll. 51-112) is a classic 
hotch-potch of elements of traditional and popular paradise-descriptions, such as the 
Tree and the rivers of Genesis and the precious stones of Revelation, and the foodstuffs 
and spices as building-materials and the ready-baked birds flying into the monks’ 
mouths from the rich tradition of the lands of Fair Ease, made comic here by strikingly 
hyperbolic detail. To see that this wealth of detail is serving the purpose of parody, 
Thomas Hill’s reminder that the cloister of a monastery is traditionally called 
‘paradise’ by monks (‘paradisus claustralis’) is particularly relevant. Monks do not 
only lead a monastic life in order to obtain Paradise, but they see the secluded and 
well-regulated monastery as one, and even call their cloister by that name (Hill, 
1975:56). Cokaygne’s monastery as ‘translatio’ of Paradise is really linguistic parody. 
The first two action-scenes in the monastery have already been discussed in 
the opening pages of this paper. For the scene of the mass I postulated a parody of the 
common prayer ‘Spiritus Sanctus, illumine sensus et corda nostra’, suggested by l. 116: 
“to ghive monkes more light”. And for the scene of the flying monks I followed 
Thomas Hill’s suggestion that the monastic ideal of contemplation, a flight of the soul 
or spirit known as ‘volare ad Deum’, is parodied, as suggested by l. 125: “the monkes, 
heigh of mode”. The scene then continues: 
 
Whan the abbott him iseeth   sees them 
That is monkes fram him fleeth,  his 
He taketh maidin of the route,  a girl from the crowd 
And turneth up hir white toute  buttocks 
And betith the taburs with is hond  beats the drums 
To make is monkes light to lond.  come down to earth 
Whan is monkes that iseeth, 
To the maid dun he fleeth;   they 
And goth the wench al abute, 
And thakketh al hir white toute;  all thwack 
And sith aftir her swinke   then; their labour 




Thomas Hill notices that the beating of the girl’s “white toute” to call back the monks 
 
156 A key to The Land of Cokaygne 
from their flight must be the abbot’s way of pulling the monks out of their 
contemplative state back to an awareness of physical reality (Hill, 1975:58), but he has 
nothing to say about the amazing image itself. P.L. Henry had a sharper eye for detail 
here: he considers the juxtaposition of the “white toute” (142) and “swinke” (labour ) 
in the next line as an allusion to the Benedictine and Cistercian Rule of ‘ora et labora’ 
(pray and work), which refers to the monks’ duties to alternate prayer with physical 
labour, usually in the fields. More specifically he refers to the traditional monastic 
wake-up call ‘pulsatio tabule’, beating a tabletop with two hands to wake up the monks 
in the morning (Henry, 1972:136). He calls it “part of the satire”, but it appears to me 
to be another instance of aspects of the ideal standard of monastic life being parodied 
here, with “swinke” as the giveaway marker for parody and the ‘translatio’ of the 
morning wake-up call to the evening meal (“collacione”, l. 145) as another parodic 
device of the Gula/Regula type. 
The next action-scene involves the nuns in a nearby abbey, apparently luring 
or inviting the monks to them for ‘play’. On hot days the nuns go out on a “river of 
sweet milk” (149), where they “makith hem naked” (156: bare their bodies) to have a 
swim “sleilich” (158: stealthily). When the monks spot them, they “doth ham up” (160: 
make themselves ready), each monk takes a nun and “techith the nunnes an oreisun/ 
With jambleve up and dun” (165-66: teach the nuns a prayer with legs raised up and 
down). If a monk is a “good stallion” (167), he shall have twelve ‘wives’ each year “al 
throgh right and noy through grace” (171: all by right and not through grace) for his 
comfort. 
 About the “river of milk” Thomas Hill remarks that in the Visio Pauli, which 
may have provided the specification of the four rivers, the ‘well of milk’ is a chastity-
well in which ‘fornicatores’ and impious souls are purified (Hill, 1975:58). On the 
surface this parodic borrowing might well be satirical, given the literal context. But I 
assume that it is the purification rather than the fornication that is operative here, 
seeing that the context in Cokaygne contains a number of other markers to suggest that 
what is parodied in this scene is, in fact, the sacrament of confession. Nunneries 
depend on regular visits of priests for saying daily mass, for spiritual guidance of the 
nuns and for administering the sacrament of confession. The latter would be done on a 
monthly basis, which might explain why in Cokaygne the monks “shal hab withoute 
danger/ xii wives euch yere:/Al throgh right and noy throgh grace (169-71: shall have 
without difficulty twelve women every year, by right and not through grace). J.A.W. 
Bennett pointed out already that l. 171 should be recognised as a parody of theological 
language, thus denying the possibility of satire against a specific abbey (Bennett, 
1990:17). However, he did not specify the implications, nor has anyone else so far, to 
my knowledge. To me, it appears to be part of the parody of the nuns’ monthly 
confession. This idea is further marked by the nuns ‘baring their bodies’ (156), 
parodying the popular phrase ‘baring one’s soul’ commonly used for confession. The 
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monks ‘making themselves ready’ (160: “doth ham up”) would then parody putting on 
the special stole that priests must wear for the hearing of confession. The “oreisun” 
(165: prayer) they teach the nuns then refers to the penance imposed after confession. 
Praying was commonly performed with arms raised in pre-feudal times, and later still 
by those in holy orders. Kneeling down with hands folded – a ritual borrowed from 
feudal homage – was only gradually taken up in the Middle Ages (Cook & Herzman, 
2004: 174). The raised arms are parodied in Cokaygne by the “jambleve” (raised legs) 
of l. 166. 
 Using sex as a parody of the sacrament of confession appears to foreground 
the regenerative power of confession by presenting it as a generative action; another 
example of parody based on wordplay. The monks are presented as having to be 
“stalun gode” (167: good stallions). Even for the non-participant “that slepith best,/ 
And doth his likam al to rest” (173-74; because he is getting too old for sex?), there is 
hope to be a generator yet as “vadir abbot” (176; Father). J.A.W. Bennett also appears 
to detect parodic play on spiritual regeneration when he explains the emphatic mention 
of ‘studfarms and studs’ (35) among the noxious animals absent from Cokaygne as 
being compensated for by the monks acting as ‘good stallions’: the (re)generative 
power of priesthood, as opposed to the noxious studs (Bennett, 1990:16). 
 The idea of penance also dominates the final description of how to get into the 
Cokaygne-paradise (177-end). The traditional barrier of rice-pudding to a land of Fair 
Ease is replaced by wading through pigs’ dung for seven years. A “ful grete penance”, 
indeed (178). This barrier parodies the church’s teaching that the heavenly paradise can 
only be entered after penance on earth, or else in purgatory. Elaine Treharne’s 
suggestion that the pigs’ dung has possibly been borrowed from non-orthodox 
homilies, in which standing eternally in dung constituted a punishment of one hell set 
aside especially for liars (Treharne, 2004:431), may add a final parodic inversion, 
telling us that the author is speaking the truth, because he has not been stuck in the 
dung. Similarly, Dante’s punishment of flatterers by being stuck in dung (Inferno, 
XVIII) might also come to mind, with comparable effect. Anyway, we are, apparently, 
not to take the poem seriously, that is: not as a castigating satire. It is, instead, a topsy-
turvy presentation of a serious way of life, very much in the mode of the Saturnalia and 
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Bart Veldhoen     2013  
The question I would like to address here is whether one ought to postulate not one, but 
two kinds of romances among the Middle English romances, no matter whether 
‘courtly’ or ‘popular’. I find that romances with kings for their protagonists are 
markedly different from romances with knights as protagonists. Therefore I should like 
to develop a hypothesis for the distinguishing of kingship-romances from knightly 
romances. It is based on a number of verifications which validate particular 
interpretations and invalidate others. I do not insist that the two groups are different in 
kind, but I will suggest that they require different models of interpretation. My 
hypothesis is based on narratological and structuralist principles. For a historical sketch 
of the development of the ethics of kingship and chivalry I refer the interested reader to 
Dennis Green’s “The King and the Knight in the medieval romance” (Green, 1977). 
My starting-point was that King Arthur, in romances such as Sir Launfal, Sir Perceval 
of Galles, Ywain and Gawain and Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, invariably 
appears to be inferior to, or weaker than, his knights, or is otherwise unfavourably 
compared to them. The reason cannot be that he is supposed to be seen as an inferior 
knight, I assumed. It must be that he has another  role to fill: he represents, as king, the 
ideals and the wants of the nation as a whole, whereas  the knights represent the ideals 
of its military elite (only). The actions of the king show the state of the nation; those of 
the knights show a private personal idealism.  
 Tennyson saw something like this when, at the end of “The Holy Grail” in 
Idylls of the King, he has Arthur say:  
“And some of you held, that if the King  
Had seen the sight he would have sworn the vow:  
Not easily, seeing that the King must guard  
That which he rules, and is but as the hind  
To whom a space of land is given to plow.  
Who may not wander from the allotted field  
Before his work be done ....  
    (Tennyson, 1983: 230 ll. 899-905) 
For Tennyson the keyword for the king, throughout, seems to be “war”; for the knights 
it is “rivalry”. His distinction of the king representing an ideal and the knights trying, 
with more or less success, to emulate that, is too romantically tragic for the medieval 
romances, it seems to me, with their ‘courtly’ ideals of chivalry and their kings being 
something different and more ancient. We could explore whether there are, in fact, two 
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different kinds of idealism presented in the medieval romances, a knight’s and a king’s, 
and if they lead to distinct story-patterns or narrative structures. 
 Strictly speaking, such romances as King Horn, Havelok the Dane, and Sir 
Orfeo all clearly analyse kingship: they explore what makes a good king, and how we 
can tell, by contrasting different countries, by going to and fro between them. After all, 
the Fairy-king in Sir Orfeo is not much more or worse than a bad neighbour, a dark 
‘alter ego’ or rival to King Orfeo, basically a malevolent and uncivilized ruler. 
Kingship-romances have to do with nations, whereas romances of chivalry are more 
often set in non-geographical settings. Erich Auerbach reads these settings as “a world 
specifically created and designed to give the knight opportunity to prove himself” 
(136) and works out that notion all through his chapter on “The Knight Sets Forth” 
(Auerbach, 1968:128-37). The King is the protector of the nation by carrying the 
burden of responsibility for the whole of society. The knights show the personal virtues 
required of the military elite for the protection of that society. In the romances of 
royalty the causal connections remain vague, it is true; they are replaced by structural 
repetitions. In the romances of chivalry those connections are somewhat more specified 
by rituals and recurrent symbols. The king always remains an ‘embodiment’ of his 
nation. John Stevens makes this point when he comments that King Arthur “does not 
stand for Man Alone”, as the knights do, and describes the alliterative Morte Arthure as 
“a romance of society in which  the society is represented by, and its values embodied 
in, the person of the  king” (Stevens, 1973:91). The romances in which the protagonist 
knight becomes  a king himself at the end of his quest stress that the personal virtues of  
chivalry are essentially social ideals, the way from ‘protector’ to ‘embodiment’  
 Also the role of the ladies appears to be different. If, in the romances of 
chivalry, their role is to inspire individual knights to ‘courtly’ virtues, the queen in 
romances of royalty embodies the land; society as the country. When, for example, in 
Sir Orfeo Queen Heurodis is snatched away by the King of Faery, it symbolizes that 
the king has been robbed of his country. She is presented in a natural setting of the 
orchard and the grafted tree; he on barren ground in the wilderness after he has lost her.  
 In his chronicle-play King Richard II William Shakespeare provides an 
apposite example of how, in a narratological analysis, the queen may represent the 
country – as a physical entity –, while the king represents the nation – the collective 
interests of the people. In the famous orchard-scene (III,4) Queen Isabel and a gardener 
enact a little allegory of the state of England, its very soil and fertility, and how it 
should be tended, immediately following the scene in which King Richard has 
surrendered to Bolingbroke’s force – as has the nation (Shakespeare, 1969:120-24). 
Following this line, I would argue that it would be helpful to consider that Queen 
Heurodis in Sir Orfeo, Goldborough in Havelok, and Queen Guenevere in the stanzaic 
Le Morte Arthur, perform a comparable function of representing the land, with their 
respective kings representing the nation, the collectivity of the people. The collectivity 
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may be limited to the lower, peripheral nobility, or show the interests of the trading 
middle classes or of the common people specifically, depending on the romance in 
case. However, it is the king who embodies, or ‘carries’, the responsibility for them 
and, in the romances of royalty, it is the queen’s actions (active or passive) that show 
their wants and demands.  
 The distinction between the romances of royalty and those of chivalry can 
even be seen in such apparently very similar narratives as Chaucer’s The Wife of Bath’s 
Tale and The Wedding of Sir Gawain and Dame Ragnell. Behind the Old Hag 
dominating both narratives appears to stand the eleventh-century Irish story “Echtra 
mac n-Echach” (“The adventure of Eochaid’s sons”) (Aguirre, 1993: 274; see also 
Shepherd, 1995:378). This is the (mythical?) tale of an Old Hag turning into a young 
beauty as soon as she is wholeheartedly embraced. She declares herself to be the 
Sovereignty of Ireland. Manuel Aguirre claims that the “double land-and-woman 
theme” symbolizes that the queen “becomes not just the land but the territory, her 
prosperity being dependent on her choice of a rightful king. Because she is the 
bestower of royal power, to have her hand is to rule the kingdom, and therefore her 
wooer must be tested and the rightful king carefully chosen.” Among the English 
cognates, he notices, The Wedding of Sir Gawain and Dame Ragnell is the only one in 
which the issue of territory is (still) present (Aguirre, 1993:278-79). King Arthur had 
unlawfully bestowed Sir Gromer’s lands on Sir Gawain. The unlawfulness is King 
Arthur’s problem, which Dame Ragnell (Sir Gromer’s sister) forces him to correct by 
insisting on King Arthur arranging a marriage between herself and Sir Gawain, thereby 
making the sovereignty lawful. Dame Ragnell even promises to be obedient to her 
husband/ the ruler of the land.  
 Chaucer’s Old Hag in The Wife of Bath’s Tale, on the other hand, promises to 
be faithful, true as a good wife in a personal relationship. Her “behaviour no longer has 
the sanction of symbolism found in [the sovereignty tale]” (Aguirre, l993:279). She is 
given the role typically played in the romances of chivalry: that of inspiring ‘courtly 
values’ in the knight (whatever Chaucer’s opinion of that may have been). In The Wife 
of Bath’s Tale the lady is teaching ideal chivalry to the knight, but she does not teach 
the king how to rule or protect the nation. The lady of The Wedding does precisely the 
latter. Whether these things are connected with fertility-myths or folklore, or with 
feudal arranged marriages where the ladies bring landed property to their husbands, 
does not matter for my narratological/structuralist analysis. 
 In The Wife of Bath’s Tale we have a typical romance of chivalry (if rather 
bourgeois-didactic) turning entirely on the conversion of the rapist- knight. The answer 
that he must find to the question ‘what it is that women most desire’ is also the answer 
to his problem. The striking thing in The Wedding of Sir Gawain and Dame Ragnell is 
that nobody is interested in the problem of what women most desire. Sir Gawain even 
refuses to take the problem seriously. In The Wife of Bath’s Tale this refusal to take the 
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question seriously is the problem. In The Wedding Sir Gawain’s loyalty to King Arthur 
is unquestionable, here more than ever: he is willing to sacrifice himself to his king’s 
interests. The king has earned this much of him, he states. Sir Gawain is implicated 
from the start, but the problem is an ethical dilemma for the king; to sacrifice Sir 
Gawain, to abuse Sir Gawain’s loyalty, in order to save his own life. Can a nation 
demand the sacrifice of an able minister? is a well-known political problem. It is not 
presented as a moral problem here. King Arthur rightly suspects that the answer which 
he must find to the question does not lie in the problem, but in the question itself. This 
is where loyalty differs from chivalry, in these two renderings of the tale. King Arthur 
returns to the scene of the crime to address the question again anew, and finds the old 
hag, who enacts the question for him by demanding Sir Gawain in marriage. The 
monstrous truth (the ugly hag) that the king and Sir Gawain must face remains closely 
connected with her brother and the land question. It is this question of ‘good 
government’ that makes The Wedding a romance of royalty. The monstrous truth that 
the knight in The Wife of Bath’s Tale must face is, literally, his ugly view of women. 
That is a problem of chivalry. 
So, having groped my way back via Tennyson, Shakespeare and Chaucer, I would now 
like to look at a few Middle English romances, both of royalty and of chivalry.  
 In Havelok the Dane we notice, as David Staines rightly points out, that the 
narrative does not emphasize what would be the natural or logical highlights of the 
story qua story, but places its proportional emphases on the moments in which 
Havelok’s ideal kingship becomes clear (Staines, 1976:610-12). 
 There is, of course, the business of the kingmarks: the cross and the beam of 
light. From a parallel in The Cloud of Unknowing we know that the beam of light 
symbolizes a piercing of the cloud (recognition) to reveal God/ the King and also to 
kindle affection for Him in the recipient (Dolan & Scattergood, 1982:113). That the 
marks are shown to Grim and Ubbe, both in Denmark, is functional enough: it provides 
Havelok with allies in moments of need and sets the resolution going. In England they 
are only revealed to Goldborough, who has nothing substantial to offer at this point, 
though she is the rightful queen. It may gain her affection for her husband, but we are 
probably also to see this as a revelation or Havelok’s promise of ideal kingship to 
England, to the country, represented by Goldborough. The dreams that Havelok and 
Goldborough have at that same moment explain the true situation, as Horn’s dreams do 
in King Horn, and King Arthur’s in various romances.  
 Then there is the business of Havelok’s characteristic action: carrying. 
Havelok’s progress is one ‘from basket to crown’, if what he carries on his head shows 
the man. When he decides to work for a living, in Grim’s cottage, having just grown 
up, he does not go fishing, nor tilling the land, but chooses for carrying baskets on his 
head and shoulders. That is an action symbolic of kingship. This is the proper ritual for 
him, as the chess-game is for Floris, in Floris and Blauncheflour. The ritual’s three 
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stages foreground it as a particularly significant ritual: first there is the daily carrying of 
baskets for Grim; then the carrying of the food for Godrich’s cook; and, finally, the 
putting of the stone. In the latter two we see another striking difference with chivalry-
romances: Havelok is not asserting himself against challenges of his virtue, but he is 
competing. He does not assert the validity of a virtue, but is showing himself the best, a 
king.  
 The decision to work for a living, to contribute to the general welfare, prepares 
Havelok for winning at the stone-putting, for which he ‘gets the girl’, wins the lady, the 
typical romance-symbol of achievement of manhood and knighthood. The ideal then 
becomes socially relevant. The fact that he gains a wife does not seem to be very 
operative in the story, but the fact that he has gained the rightful queen is his first step 
towards becoming a king. Goldborough represents England, as the very stone by which 
he won her also does. He is ready to ‘carry’ England. Strength has become power. In 
Denmark the situation is slightly different. The test there is defeating the sixty-one 
thieves, just as his father and King Athelwold had been famous for putting down 
thieves, as the opening of the romance tells us. Here Havelok is not competing; he must 
prove himself, like the heroes of old.  
 As I suggested earlier, romances of royalty depend on symbols and ritual 
ceremonies instead of causal relationships, as seen also in King Horn, Floris and 
Blauncheflour, Sir Orfeo and Ywain and Gawain. Romances of chivalry rely on 
symbolism as well, in order to explore the psychology of the knightly protagonists or 
their archetypal love-situations. In kingship- romances, however, the symbols and 
ritual ceremonies are more structural, exploring an archetypal function: that of the king. 
They control the narrative on a more impersonal level, defining kingship rather than the 
man.  
 The differences between Denmark and England are stressed in the text from 
the beginning. England is presented as the ideal, in the long description of the reign of 
Athelwold. The notions of Godrich swearing to be a good steward, and promising to 
give Goldborough to the best man, are English. In Denmark the stress is on strength 
and authority: Birkabeyn is a strong king, he entrusts the stewardship to Godard. In 
good England Godrich behaves all right for some time before he turns mean gradually. 
In strong Denmark the royal children are thrown into prison straightaway. Denmark is 
also, as I said earlier, where the kingmarks procure the allies, the forces. One sees the 
glorification of the Danelaw kingship shimmering through this, the happy marriage of 
the best of Teutonic, as compared to the Anglo-Norman.  
 The idea of incorporating Denmark into England is suggested by the 
concentric-circle structure of the narrative, which opens in England, then moves to 
Denmark, then to England again, next again Denmark, then back to England.  
 
 






The outer circle suggests Athelwold’s ideal England and as it shall be again, and the 
core-experience is in England among the working classes. The ideal works outward 
from this centre, as it were. Denmark is embraced in this. It is a striking feature of this 
text that it is the middle-class and the lower-class chaps like Grim, Bertram the Cook 
and Ubbe who recognise their king and clothe him – a ritual investiture – while the 
nobles do not. In Grimsby in England Havelok’s fortunes improve three times. It is a 
lower- and middle-class ideal of kingship that we see, in which the Danes are shown to 
have the better characteristics as men and the better social structure: Ubbe’s judgments, 
hearing the people, a real concern for safety, are instances of that. That is what we see.  
 An analysis of the earlier King Horn yields the same picture; it has an equally 






with a repetition of the last two as a coda, confirming the successful career. Or, in a 
more detailed structural analysis:  
1. Suddene, lost       5. Suddene, regained 
2. Westernesse, love  4. Westernesse, love  6. Westernesse, love 
3. Ireland, proof      7. Suddene, reward 
 
The story has a traitor, allies, prominently foregrounded feudal ceremonies, recognition 
tokens, dreams, a lady-love who has nothing substantial to offer except problems, like 
Havelok and the alliterative Morte Arthure, and a loyalty-test like Sir Orfeo. The 
E    D     E     D     E 
Suddene - Westernesse - Ireland - Westernesse - Suddene 
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combination of domestic treachery with foreign invasion in King Horn makes it more 
complex than Havelok. The idea that the king embodies the nation and the lady the 
land is very prominent here. The combined plotlines enable the recognition of Horn as 
king by Rymenhild (as land) to develop in significant stages. In contrast to her father, 
Rymenhild recognises from the start that she (the land) will need a protector after her 
father’s death even before she has actually seen Horn. Conversely, Horn’s identity 
reaches its full scope only by his identification with Rymenhild’s needs.  
 Sir Orfeo also alternates between countries: starting in England, then 
Heurodis’ dream of and abduction to Fairyland, followed by Orfeo in the wilderness in 
England (at the centre), then Orfeo in Fairyland and finally England again, where the 
recognition of the status quo and the rewards take place. So we have, again, a structure 
of concentric circles, with Orfeo by himself at the core. 
 When we contrast the kingship-romances in the preceding paragraphs with 
another concentric-circle romance, Sir Perceval of Galles, as I demonstrated on an 
earlier occasion, we see that in Sir Perceval the circles do not suggest an incorporation 
or embracing of countries, but of experiences (Veldhoen, 1981:279-86). If, as I believe, 
romance-heroes are defined by contrast with their opponents & obstacles – the 
opponents are typical of the hero, they ‘make’ him – we see that Havelok’s opponents, 
Godrich and Godard, are much more ‘external’ than Perceval’s mostly unnamed Red 
and Black Knights and Emirs. This makes a difference, a difference that in other genres 
even can be a fundamental one. For instance: external complications are typical of the 
way comedy resolves its plots, whereas tragedy cannot deal with them, except in a 
supporting role. In romances, too, external complications like the treacherous stewards 
in Havelok, or the Fairy King in Sir Orfeo, or the Emperor Lucius in the alliterative 
Morte Arthure, stress the social aspect of these romances, whereas the Red-Knight type 
of challenger stresses the personal character-aspects of the hero. So kingship-romances 
tend to have more ‘external’ opponents and obstacles and thereby they demonstrate the 
homo politicus that the king is. 
 By the same token Floris and Blauncheflour would be a kingship-romance, 
which makes more sense to me than considering it as a romance of chivalry. Floris is 
training to become a leader, a master of men and situations, and what his final 
integrated persona has to offer is ruling-power, not any particular virtue. His love for 
Blauncheflour is the plot-motivation, in which Blauncheflour and his mother and 
Clarice function as representations of the interests of the countries (cf. Veldhoen, 
1995:51-65).  
 Floris and Blauncheflour and Sir Orfeo are kingship-romances, in a way that 
Sir Launfal and Sir Gawain and the Green Knight are not: Sir Launfal and Sir Gawain, 
like Sir Perceval, represent specific single virtues, complicated perhaps, but not 
complex. Their opponents are not socially identified. In kingship-romances the 
conflicts are forms of protection: Havelok fighting the sixty-one thieves is protecting 
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Ubbe, or his wife, and later the countries. In the chivalry-romances the conflicts are 
self-assertions. Sir Launfal’s virtue of generosity is complicated and restored by a lady 
who does have substance to offer (cf. Veldhoen, 1990:124, 126), unlike those in King 
Horn and Havelok; a substance that complements, in a symbolic way, the virtue that 
the protagonist already embodied. If, like Havelok, Sir Orfeo is competing – in his case 
competing in loyalty to one’s promises with the Fairy King – Sir Launfal clearly is not. 
Sir Launfal gets himself into a conflict of loyalties and even breaks a promise, but the 
point is that in him the virtue of generosity must assert itself.  
 
I am making such a big issue of these points because it is not always so self-evident. In 
such an obvious kingship-romance as the alliterative Morte Arthure we have the giant 
of Mont Saint Michel- and Sir Priarnus-episodes, in which King Arthur and Sir Gawain 
respectively assert themselves in, what appears to be, a purely chivalric manner. These 
episodes, however, make points about the characters of the two heroes within the 
framework of a story of kingship. The first can still be seen as essentially a part of the 
kingship-test, as the poet himself, in fact, stresses more than once in the episode. From 
the outset of the episode Arthur is presented as king:  
 Then royal Arthur roared in grief for his people  
(Stone, 1988:61, l.888)  
(The translations are fairly accurate) 
To throw the devastation of the region by the giant into relief, King Arthur is shown, 
symbolically, to approach the place through the pleasant lusciousness it should have 
possessed:  
 They rode by the river which ran swiftly  
Where trees overreached it with branches in splendour.  
There the roe and the reindeer ran free and careless  
Among rose-bushes and shrubs, rioting in pleasure.  
The forest was flourished with flowers in plenty,  
With falcons and pheasants of fairy-like colours.  
All the birds flashed brilliantly, beating their wings,  
And the cuckoos clamorously cried in the groves,  
All delighting gladly in their limitless joy.  
The noise of the nightingales’ notes was sweet:  
Three hundred of them with thrushes debated!  
The swift waters’ singing and the warbling of birds  
Might cure a man quite who was chronically ill! 
     (Stone, 1988:62, ll.920-32)  
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About the antagonist it is remarked that he is living  
… outside the law, as his liking determines,  
Not empowered by the people as a prince with rights.  
(Stone, 1988:64, ll. 996-97)  
Hearing about the giant’s atrocities:  
Then this comely king, on account of his subjects,  
Bled at heart with bitter grief, … 
(Stone, 1988:66, ll.1053-54)  
and he goes to the attack, a single combat, but markedly as a king acting for the 
nation’s need. When the monster has been killed, single-handedly by King Arthur, the 
victor is welcomed back by his army again markedly as their king:  
By then a clamouring crowd had come to court,  
Who united in kneeling to the noble king:  
‘Welcome, liege lord! Too long you have been away.  
Our governor under God, great in splendid action,  
To whom grace is granted and given at His will,  
Your happy coming confers comfort on us all!  
In your royalty, right revenge you render your people!  
By act of your hand our enemy is destroyed  
Who overran your ranked knights and robbed them of their children:  
Never was realm in disarray so readily relieved!  
(Stone, 1988:70-71, ll. 1198-1207)  
In spite of the typically chivalric single-combat approach of the episode, the giant is, 
after all, in a way, a typical opponent for a king, because he is an insult and a threat to 
country and people, not to any individual virtue. The fact that he has killed a duchess 
makes him, by the logic of the romance of royalty, a ravager of the country. John 
Stevens sums this up by claiming that “Arthur’s responsibilities are almost always 
communal; he acts and decides not as an individual ... but as the embodiment of 
Britain, as warrior-chief, religious leader, patriotic conqueror and courteous king” 
(Stevens, 1973:92). 
 Moreover, there is the ironic joke about “the saint of Mont Saint Michel” to 
whom they are making a pilgrimage, in the same spirit as the joke about St Veronica 
during the boasts against the Emperor Lucius in the beginning. All this suggests that 
King Arthur is taking action against a traitor in the realm, rather than the knight Arthur 
asserting himself against a monstrous opponent of giant size to show his own stature. 
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This suggestive pattern also makes it a satisfying prefiguration of Mordred’s treachery 
to come.  
 The Sir Gawain-Sir Priamus episode, however, cannot be so satisfactorily 
solved, even if it also functions as a prefiguration of Sir Gawain’s rash action against 
Mordred later on, which will cost the former his life. It tells us, at least, what kind of 
men are with the king, and so it enriches the picture of Arthur’s kingship considerably. 
King Arthur’s expansionism in the alliterative Morte Arthure, following Geoffrey of 
Monmouth and Layamon, is imperialistic, in contrast to the usual role of the king as 
protector of the nation. The alliterative Morte Arthure belongs to the tradition of the 
death of King Arthur being a tragedy of fate, with a hint of hybris on the king’s part. 
Sir Gawain’s provocation of the Emperor Lucius is presented here as an act of epic 
heroism or epic boast, belonging to the kingship-romances, rather than as an example 
of chivalry. The prominence of King Arthur’s mourning over Sir Gawain’s death 
establishes the link with the king’s responsibility. Sir Gawain’s pride is connected with 
the king’s hybris. Possibly his chivalrous dealings with Sir Priamus, which win a 
powerful ally for the king, may be seen as a critical alternative to King Arthur’s hybris. 
Structurally, Sir Priamus marks a turning-point in King Arthur’s war. The former’s 
claim to be a descendant of Alexander, Hector, Judas Maccabaeus and Joshua (ll. 2602-
06) introduces the theme of the Nine Worthy, which appears again in King Arthur’s 
second dream, the dream of Fortune’s Wheel (ll.3221-3455). It presages Arthur’s fall, 
just as the first dream, preceding the Mont Saint Michel episode, augured his rise. The 
structure suggests unmistakeably an epic/tragic romance of royalty. If that is a paradox, 
so was King Arthur’s reign also in this particular tradition.  
Conversely, in such an obvious romance of chivalry as Sir Degrevant the opponents 
seem to be ‘external’, socially identified: a neighbouring earl, and later a rival-lover 
duke. This may look like a territorial conflict, but it is about property as status, about 
what ‘makes’ the man, not about protection. As Piero Boitani points out, the real 
concern, apart from the model love story, is with identity and social status (Boitani, 
1982:57), so self-assertion after all.  
 In the stanzaic Le Morte Arthur, the story of Sir Lancelot and Queen 
Guenevere as causers of the downfall of Arthur’s kingdom, the absence, or scarcity at 
least, of external opponents makes this romance seem much more a romance of 
chivalry than one of royalty. In contrast to the Geoffrey of Monmouth-Layamon-
alliterative Morte Arthure tradition, in which King Arthur’s pride and the heroic 
tragedy of imperial aspirations are made the cause of the king’s downfall, the stanzaic 
Le Morte Arthur appears to analyse the conflicts, contradictions and superhuman 
idealisms of chivalry itself, on which King Arthur’s kingship is based in that tradition. 
The king and queen retain their representative roles for nation and country, but the 
emphasis seems to lie on chivalry in action. The kingship is imprudent and impotent, 
but it appears to be a story of Sir Lancelot and Sir Gawain, not of the king.  
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 However, Queen Guenevere’s role in it as representative manifestation of the 
country is prominent: why else would Mordred desire to marry her? The text says:  
He wished to wed his father’s wife,  
Which many men abhorred.  
 
Great were the gifts and feasts he gave  
With lavish pomp and show,  
And people said his rule brought joy,  
Arthur’s but grief and woe.  
So good allegiance turned to bad:  
The hearts of Englishmen  
Deserted Arthur and their vows  
Were made to Mordred then.  
(Stone, 1988:281, ll. 2960-69)  
The text appears to be equating the queen with the interests of the land. The people 
considered life under Mordred more desirable than under the protection of the 
intransigent and vindictive King Arthur. Why, indeed, does Sir Lancelot desire her, or 
the queen him, for that matter? It is the country that desires the love and loyalty of a 
Lancelot, a French flower of chivalry, because King Arthur’s idea of nationhood 
(imperial state) is no longer in the country’s vital interest. This, at least, explains the 
general respect and reverence for Sir Lancelot all round. This text was written, after all, 
during the Hundred Years’ War. King Arthur and Sir Gawain only impose their 
intransigence against this interest of the nation, their uncompromising, implacable 
stubbornness, a quality of kingship also condemned in Athelstan. 
 Reading the stanzaic Le Morte Arthur as a romance of chivalry, one is more 
likely to see Queen Guenevere as the typical Courtly Love lady, and to see Courtly 
Love (pardon the term, but that is another matter) as the reason for the downfall of 
Arthur’s kingdom, because of the fundamental conflicts of loyalty it evokes. This 
reading was the popular one of the fourteenth century bourgeoisie, when the, by now 
nostalgic, romances tended to be more interested in the conflict of human character, 
and less in the moral or ethical questions, as witnessed by Malory (Stone, 1988: 175 
and 180-81; also Benson, 1994: 4). 
 Since the nineteenth century we have come to see that such a chivalric reading 
is a simplification of the issues. Even if William Morris’ “The Defence of Guinevere” 
is a highly romantic reconstruction, and a plea for an aesthetic idealism rather than for 
a social one, it shows an awareness of a greater complexity of duties and 
responsibilities than Courtly Love alone can account for. The queen’s claim that the 
knights’ truth is not her truth is made powerfully clear. Even accepting that a dramatic 
monologue is not necessarily right, but only true to the character, we are nevertheless 
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made aware that the Queen and the knights both have made choices. Guenevere’s was 
to love knighthood in the best knight there was: Lancelot, even if this choice felt like 
slipping. The King had, after all, given her only his “great name and his little love” 
(Morris, 1973:5). But the knights’ choice (of chivalry) has made them uncritical and 
unmerciful, pitiless in their self-righteousness. With Sir Lancelot the Queen could 
realize and also escape the fact that things had gone wrong already before her sin. What 
we have here is a bourgeois criticism of chivalry as it operates in society, a king and 
queen almost handicapped by the chivalric idealism of the court they head: a courtly 
idealism that, in the (bourgeois) eyes of the country (represented by Guinevere) is not 
in the social interest.  
 If I add that the various Holy-Grail stories – although based on a different ideal 
– had hinged on a similar criticism of the pitiless self-righteousness of the courtly ideal 
of chivalry, that is only to show that Morris’ view is not merely a romantic 
reconstruction with hindsight, but a perception of the complex relationships and 
loyalties that romances such as the stanzaic Le Morte Arthur explore in their way. The 
purely chivalric reading of Le Morte Arthur as a Courtly Love tragedy leaves too many 
aspects out of consideration. So I think a ‘romance of royalty’ model of interpretation 
is more to the point.  
When I summarize this sketch of a hypothesis by saying that in romances of royalty the 
queen represents the land, and in romances of chivalry the lady represents civilization; 
that kings represent the nation, knights the ethos of the fighting aristocracy; or, that 
kingship-romances slip more easily into epic significances of protection, which 
romances of chivalry cannot; or that the storylines of romances of royalty tend to be 
concentric-circular, whereas the quests of romances of chivalry are more commonly 
linear series of tests progressing towards achievement of the ideal virtues of chivalry, I 
hope it will be accepted that I do not mean this as a search for reductive common 
elements. I am looking for responsible interpretative models and their signals. I am 
trying to establish the themes on which the variations are played. But, in each case, the 
variations must carry the conviction.  
 If the emphasis tends to lie on the ladies rather heavily, this is for practical 
reasons: they are more stable in any story, in the narratological sense. In his analysis of 
the Nibelungenlied, Jan de Vries postulated that medieval heroes are torn between three 
worlds: the mythical (dragon-slayer, seasonal functions), the comitatus, and the 
courtly-chivalric world. They are always in all three simultaneously and can, therefore, 
never be in just one of them without damage (de Vries, 1959:65-67). They can never be 
fully themselves. The ladies, on the other hand, always know where they are and they 
always fit their worlds perfectly. Therefore they also help us to know where we are.  
 This is, possibly, more prominent in English literature of the age than 
elsewhere, because England has had centralized royal government from the Norman 
Conquest in 1066 AD onwards. Another reason might be that the composers of the 
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romances were not so often connected with the central royal court. The non-aristocratic 
minstrel composers are more likely to present more popular or middle-class viewpoints 
of kingship and chivalry. Outsider views tend to be more critical, and to be more 
‘coloured’ by the interests of the lower classes.  
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THE ABSENT NARRATOR IN TENNYSON’S IDYLLS OF THE KING 
Bart Veldhoen  2013 
 
The English Poet Laureate Alfred, Lord Tennyson (1809-1892) wrote his first Idylls 
about King Arthur between 1856 and 1859 and the others between 1868 and 1874. He 
established the present form in twelve Idylls in 1886 and the definitive form in 1890 
(10,289 lines). The primary source for the Idylls of the King is Sir Thomas Malory’s 
Morte D’Arthur, which had become available again in 1816 in Walker & Edwards’ 
edition. The English translation of the Welsh Mabinogion by Lady Charlotte Guest 
appeared in 1840, which also contributed details to Tennyson’s vision. 
 In England since 1600 interest in King Arthur had virtually disappeared. 
Samuel Taylor Coleridge could maintain as late as 1833: “As to Arthur, you could not 
by any means make a poem on him national to Englishmen. What have we to do with 
him?” (Table Talk).
1
 But Tennyson does by no means share the Romantic view, as we 
shall see. His contemporaries William Morris, Matthew Arnold and Algernon 
Swinburne (all writing on King Arthur) were much more working in the Romantic 
tradition: their Arthurian poems were written as ‘medieval’ and ‘gothic’, but not 
particularly as English. Their aim was psychological drama rather than social. They 
were not nationalistic, which Tennyson clearly is, as the epilogue to the Idylls of the 
King demonstrates. 
 My argument in this essay is that Tennyson's Idylls of the King does not make 
use of an omniscient narrator – in contrast to the medieval romances – and that there 
are reasons for this choice. Instead, the poet's control over the narrative is expressed in 
his particular choice of imagery, as I will demonstrate. Tennyson differs from his 
contemporaries – at least in the Idylls of the King –– by his use of an imagery that is 
non-Romantic: the Idylls employ an imagery akin to Classicism, of the Roman-
imperialist kind, as used earlier by Edmund Spenser (not in The Faerie Queene, but in 
The Shepheardes Calender and ‘Epithalamion’) in the sixteenth century and by Milton 
in the seventeenth. Not the explorative soul-landscapes (‘paysage-etat d’âme’) of the 
Romantics, but a classicist decorative imagery by which the narrative facts are 
animated with vision and significance. 
 
As a first illustration, ll. 373-401 of the first Idyll, ‘The Coming of Arthur’, shows 
some of the complex characteristics of this expressionistic manner of writing. 
Leodegran (Guenevere’s father) hears from Bellicent (King Lot’s wife, mother of 
Gawain and Modred) that she had heard from Bleys (Merlin’s master) that he and 
Merlin had gone down from Tintagel to the sea on the night King Uther had died. 
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It seem’d in heaven, a ship, the shape thereof 
A dragon wing’d, and all from stem to stern 
Bright with a shining people on the decks, 
And gone as soon as seen. And then the two 
Dropt to the cove, and watch’d the great sea fall, 
Wave after wave, each mightier than the last, 
Till last, a ninth one, gathering half the deep 
And full of voices, slowly rose and plunged 
Roaring, and all the wave was in a flame: 
And down the wave and in the flame was borne 
A naked babe, and rode to Merlin’s feet, 
Who stoopt and caught the babe, and cried “The King! 
Here is an heir for Uther!” And the fringe 
Of that great breaker, sweeping up the strand, 
Lash’d at the wizard as he spake the word, 
And all at once all round him rose in fire, 
So that the child and he were clothed in fire. 
And presently thereafter follow’d calm, 
Free sky and stars: “And this same child,” he said, 
“Is he who reigns; nor could I part in peace 
Till this were told.” And saying this the seer 
Went thro’ the strait and dreadful pass of death, 
Not ever to be question’d any more 
Save on the further side; but when I met 
Merlin, and ask’d him if these things were truth – 
The shining dragon and the naked child 
Descending in the glory of the seas – 
He laugh’d as is his wont, and answer’d me 
In riddling triplets of old time,… 
 




One notices two things immediately: the totally subjective presentation of the ‘facts’ 
and the couching of them in powerful images. Bellicent’s direct speech repeating heard 
speech from Bleys and Merlin is doubly subjective -- in fact, trying to convince the 
listener (Leodegran) that the speaker is inclined to believe what she has not seen, on the 
authority of two wise men, one of whom is dead while the other is speaking in riddles. 
So, either: the truth is entirely subjective, or: the truth can only be believed, not 
verified. Both, in fact, I will argue. 
 Besides, the true nature of the ‘facts’ is couched in a string of images: a ship 
from heaven, mighty waves, light in darkness, fire and water (and air and earth, the  
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four elements), a biblical witness to the birth of the Redeemer before his own death 
(Bleys echoing Simeon in Luke, 2:25-35) , followed by rain, sun and rainbow – as at 
the covenant after Noah’s Flood. This is not the subjectivity of the Romantic I-person 
poet, but that of characters embedded in the narrative. Nor are the images ‘objective 
correlatives’,
3
 but decorative natural phenomena and allusions to, in this case, biblical 
events. The fact that subjectivity and the need to believe are linked together is, I think, 
the essence of the Idylls. Leodegran is not completely convinced in the poem; he needs 
a dreamvision of his own before he consents to give his daughter in marriage to the 
king of doubtful descent.  
 My point is that this imagery (and the subjectivity) enable Tennyson to stay 
out of range as an omniscient narrator. There are no intrusive authorial comments 
(except in the Dedication and in the epilogue ‘To the Queen’). The whole exploration 
and debate is composed of interdependent points of view kept in suspended existence. 
It is the imagery that ties this suspended existence to reality and serves as objective 
referent. By ‘objective’ I mean here: putting the poem before the reader as an object. 
The omniscient narrator appears to have become a questionable concept through the 
nineteenth century, from Wordsworth’s and Coleridge’s claim of the relevance of 
subjectivity to capture ‘real’ experience (cf. the 1805 Preface to Lyrical Ballads) at the 
one end, and Nietsche’s tragic subjectivity at the other end (witness Robert Browning’s 
dramatic monologues and later Aestheticism). 
 Tennyson’s Idylls is not only in the middle between these extremes, but is 
unique in not using the absence of an omniscient narrator to simply ‘psychologize’ the 
lyric, but precisely to present idealism (of a nationalistic kind) in a new light. The 
narrative manner is completely indirect: assertions are representations by someone to 
someone else in the story – always a character’s personal point of view. Adjectives 
become unreliable because they reflect a single private sensibility. Conditional clauses 
and references to prophecies and dreams blur the distinction between the actual and the 
imagined (by a character) even further. The predominant use of similes makes for an 
ambiguous indeterminacy – because similes make more tentative analogies than 
metaphors do. Tennyson did, apparently, not mean his multiple levels of signification 
to cohere into a single explication.
4 
 
In short, we are constantly looking through the eyes of the participants in the 
story and get only their reactions to what they themselves see. The poet-narrator only 
speaks to us directly in his imagery, which is made to take care of our vision of the 
developments: an imagery of sun and flame, beasts and flowers serves to stress, for us, 
the need of subordinating personal desires and petty self-concern to social service and 
use – a view and precisely the kind of images picked up later by the totalitarian Nazi’s 
and fascists of the twentieth century. 
 To illustrate this point about the imagery, I should like to concentrate on the 
flower-images and the pattern of moral and social ideals that evolves from them. In a 
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descending scale of these ideals, the scene between Sir Lancelot and Queen Guenevere 
in the fifth Idyll ‘Balin and Balan’ sets the tone.
5
 Sir Balin is secretly or accidentally 
witnessing a meeting between Sir Lancelot and Queen Guenevere: 
Then chanced, one morning, that Sir Balin sat 
Close-bower’d in that garden nigh the hall. 
A walk of roses ran from door to door; 
A walk of lilies crost it to the bower: 
And down that range of roses the great Queen 
Came with slow steps, the morning on her face; 
And all in shadow from the counter door 
Sir Lancelot as to meet her, then at once, 
As if he saw not, glanced aside, and paced 
The long white walk of lilies toward the bower. 
Follow’d the Queen; Sir Balin heard her “Prince, 
Art thou so little loyal to thy Queen, 
As pass without good morrow to thy Queen?” 
To whom Sir Lancelot with his eyes on earth, 
“Fain would I still be loyal to the Queen.” 
“Yea so” she said “but so to pass me by – 
So loyal scarce is loyal to thyself, 
Whom all men rate the king of courtesy. 
Let be: ye stand, fair lord, as in a dream.” 
 Then Lancelot with his hand among the flowers  [the lilies!] 
“Yea – for a dream. Last night methought I saw 
That maiden Saint who stands with lily in hand 
In yonder shrine. All round her prest the dark, 
And all the light upon her silver face 
Flow’d from the spiritual lily that she held. 
Lo! these her emblems drew mine eyes – away: 
For see, how perfect-pure! As light a flush 
As hardly tints the blossom of the quince 
Would mar their charm of stainless maidenhood.” 
 
 “Sweeter to me” she said “this garden rose 
Deep-hued and many-folded! sweeter still 
The wild-wood hyacinth and the bloom of May. 
Prince, we have ridd’n before among the flowers 
In those fair days – not all as cool as these, 
Tho’ season-earlier. Art thou sad? or sick? 
Our noble King will send thee his own leech – 
Sick? or for any matter anger’d at me?” 
     (‘Balin and Balan’, ll. 235-271) 
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Guenevere is not (yet) presented here as a sinner. The paths of roses and of lilies are 
both still there, albeit at cross-purposes. The image of the roses suggests a passionate 
nature-goddess, differing from the (male) ideal as Edmund Spenser’s Duessa did from 
Una: as a-moral rather than immoral. 
 At this early stage the lily and the rose still co-exist. 
6
 In the seventh Idyll 
‘Lancelot and Elaine’ – the first of the ‘autumn’ Idylls – Elaine is constantly presented 
as, in the opening lines, “Elaine the Fair, Elaine the lovable,/ Elaine the lily maid of 
Astolat”. When, at the end of that Idyll, Lancelot is arguing against Guenevere’s 
jealousy of Elaine, who is dead by then, he states: “To doubt her fairness were to want 
an eye,/ To doubt her pureness were to want a heart” (1365-66). The white lily has 
become an emblem of the beauty of purity, for which Lancelot was still yearning in 
‘Balin and Balan’, but which he is now losing. 
 In the ninth Idyll ‘Pelleas and Ettarre’, the last of the ‘autumn’ or decay Idylls, 
the image for Ettarre is of the rose only. Ettarre is unkind to her loyal and virtuous 
suitor Pelleas, and eventually unfaithful to him with Sir Gawain – who had promised 
Pelleas to persuade Ettarre in Pelleas’ favour. She is presented, by the rose imagery, as 
the opposite of Elaine and having a dark side in common with Queen Guenevere. But 
these roses are no longer ‘nice’. First there is the song she sings to Sir Gawain: 
‘A rose, but one, none other rose had I, 
A rose, one rose, and this was wondrous fair, 
One rose, a rose that gladden’d earth and sky, 
One rose, my rose, that sweeten’d all mine air – 
I cared not for the thorns; the thorns were there. 
 ‘One rose, a rose to gather by and by, 
One rose, a rose, to gather and to wear, 
No rose but one – what other rose had I? 
One rose, my rose; a rose that will not die, – 
He dies who loves it, – if the worm be there.’ 
(‘Pelleas and Ettarre’, ll. 391-400) 
 
The rose now suggests a self-seeking quality in the rose itself and in the ‘worm’ which 
taints it further. This explains the situation of Ettarre and Sir Gawain, but also widens 
the perspective on Queen Guenevere and Sir Lancelot. A few lines further down Sir 
Pelleas arrives on the scene of Ettarre and Sir Gawain lying together: 
And spied not any light in hall or bower, 
But saw the postern portal also wide 
Yawning; and up a slope of garden, all 
Of roses white and red, and brambles mixt 
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And overgrowing them, went on, and found, 
Here too, all hush’d below the mellow moon, 
Save that one rivulet from a tiny cave 
Came lightening downward, and so spilt itself 
Among the roses, and was lost again. 
(‘Pelleas and Ettarre’, ll.410-18) 
 
Like the ‘rivulet from a tiny cave’, Pelleas has spilt himself on his love for Ettarre – 
although this may equally well be a cautionary comment on the kind of love Sir 
Gawain is making. In the next Idyll Pelleas is Arthur’s knights’ opponent at a ‘grim 
and dead tree’ (‘The Last Tournament’, l. 430) and dies ignobly as a de-moralized 
drunkard. 
 The flower-imagery had already reached its lowest ebb with Vivien in the sixth 
Idyll ‘Merlin and Vivien’ , the last of the ‘summer’ Idylls. Vivien, who seduces Merlin 
and ‘charms’ him into oblivion, is the truly callous and treacherously self-seeking 
villain of the piece. For her there are no flowers at all, just a woodland setting – no 
park, but ungoverned nature. This Idyll presents Merlin in melancholy old age: 
World-war of dying flesh against the life, 
Death in all life and lying in all love, 
The meanest having power upon the highest, 
And the high purpose broken by the worm. 
(‘Merlin and Vivien’, ll. 191-94) 
 
From the retrospect of Ettarre we see that Vivien is the worm in the flower. She is the 
worm to end usefulness, a concept which is described expressly by Merlin as ‘life and 
use and name and fame’ on three occasions in this Idyll. When all is said and done, 
says Merlin, his preferential ideal is “rather use than fame” (l. 478), since “Use gave 
me Fame at first, and Fame again/ Increasing gave me use” (ll. 491-92). This key-
concept adds the final perspective onto the flower-image pattern. The poet is saying it 
with flowers, indeed! An analysis of the flame or sun or animal images through the 
Idylls would, however, provide very similar effects. 
This – what one might call – ‘indeterminacy principle’ was, in a sense, Tennyson’s 
contribution to the debate in the second half of the  nineteenth century – between 
Jeremy Bentham, Cardinal Newman, John Stuart Mill, Matthew Arnold, Thomas 
Carlyle and others – about ideals of civilization that can unite people and enable them 
to disseminate them; about what is practicable and useful to fuse together imperfect 
individuals into an ideal society, whose ethical grandeur could justify the national pride 
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of the imperialist Britain of that time.
7 
 
Tennyson’s approach is likely to have been coloured by another Arthur, the 
German philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer. In his The World as Will and Idea
8
, 
Schopenhauer suggests that the perception of things and transactions, of nature and 
ideas, is necessarily distorted by the personal will of the observer. This is not yet quite 
Nietsche’s tragic subjectivity of the 1870s and 80s, and certainly not the disconnection 
of art and morality of the later Aestheticism. 
 As a medium between Schopenhauer and Tennyson the influential art-critic 
John Ruskin must also come into the picture. In The Stones of Venice (1851-53) he had 
praised the gothic architecture of the late Middle Ages as: the result of the labour of 
inferior minds, who managed to elevate these fragments full of imperfection, which 
betray that imperfection in every touch, to a stately and blameless, unaccusable whole. 
Striving for realized perfection – he says – leads to a limiting narrow-mindedness and 
turns men into animals. (Wolves and horses play a prominent part in Tennyson’s 
imagery.) It is precisely the tardy understanding, and the failures, that also make the 
majesty of man visible. Ruskin argues for a non-assertive art. ‘Truth’ should be 
presented so that it will always need the imagination of the observers to make it ‘true’
9
. 
In the Idylls Tennyson does, as many have observed, shape – or rather: suggest – the 
ideal by presenting Arthur’s willpower and how this sustains the illusion of a 
civilization.
10
 Every one of the characters in the Idylls is introduced as “striving for” 
sustaining the ideal embodied by Arthur, each to his or her ability, imperfectly, worried 
about it, often frustrated, and gradually with increasing cynicism. In accordance with 
Ruskin’s ideas, the ideal world of King Arthur has been built up in the Idylls out of his 
imperfect, but ever so human, followers. Whatever beauty and idealism we perceive in 
the Idylls is part of the work that they are realizing, however fragmentary. And it is the 
glory of the Idylls that it shows all these characters, in their personal struggles with the 
ideals of civilization, without a framing omniscient narrator. The ideals may very well 
be illusory – the presentation is entirely fluid: both what is perceived and the perceivers 
themselves are in a state of flux, only determined by the moment. The most powerful 
illustration of this presentation is in the second Idyll ‘Gareth and Lynette’. The young 
Gareth and two servants are approaching Camelot in disguise, hiding their identity. 
This is after Easter, when ‘redemption’ and ‘resurrection’ have already taken place (in 
the first Idyll ‘The Coming of Arthur’): 
 The three were clad like tillers of the soil. 
Southward they set their faces. The birds made 
Melody on branch, and melody in mid air. 
The damp hill-slopes were quicken’d into green, 
And the live green had kindled into flowers, 
For it was past the time of Easterday. 
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 So, when their feet were planted on the plain 
That broaden’d toward the base of Camelot, 
Far off they saw the silver-misty morn 
Rolling her smoke about the Royal mount, 
That rose between the forest and the field. 
At times the summit of the high city flash’d; 
At times the spires and turrets half-way down 
Prick’d thro’ the mist; at times the great gate shone 
Only, that open’d on the field below: 
Anon, the whole fair city had disappear’d. 
 Then those who went with Gareth were amazed, 
One crying, “Let us go no further, lord. 
Here is a city of Enchanters, built 
By fairy Kings.” The second echo’d him, 
“Lord, we have heard from our wise man at home 
To Northward, that this King is not the King, 
But only changeling out of Fairyland, 
Who drave the heathen hence by sorcery 
And Merlin’s glamour.” Then the first again, 
“Lord, there is no such city anywhere, 
But all a vision.” 
 Gareth answer’d them 
With laughter, swearing he had glamour enow 
In his own blood, his princedom, youth and hopes, 
To plunge old Merlin in the Arabian sea; 
So push’d them all unwilling toward the gate. 
 
    (‘Gareth and Lynette’, ll. 178-208) 
 
Subjectivity is not solidifying into significance, but celebrated, and mourned, indeed 
truly ‘sung’. 
 As much stability and grip as is commonly provided by the omniscient 
narrator, is in Idylls, I have demonstrated, provided only by the imagery deployed by 
the poet. The imagery connects all those subjective experiences to the ‘reality’ (or: 
truth?) – a lyrical elegiac realism for the ideal of one land under one king (to quote 
Boorman’s film Excalibur, ominously sounding like ‘Ein Reich, ein Führer’), without 
defining it. 
 In spite of the ‘Blut und Boden’ imagery, Tennyson is not a proto-fascist -- 
just and only an imperialist. His concern is with civilizing wild countries, with the 
expansion of authority and with the transmission of old traditions, even knowing that 
they are hollow, as witnesses the epilogue ‘To the Queen’. The ideal is never specified, 
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except as “other than beasts”. Arthur does not believe in an ideal – nor does Tennyson 
– at least, not in its exclusive truth or existence.
11
 A collective illusion, yes, a shared 
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This collection of essays is an attempt to contribute to one or two chapters of the 
history of a literary genre, that of romance. Its limitation, in philological terms, is that 
the essays are, strictly speaking, preliminaries to interpretation. The aspect that they 
concentrate on is how idealisms are shaped, or, in Chrétien de Troyes’ terms, how with 
source-material of diverse origins (“matière”) a structure is built (“conjointure”) by 
which a specific or unique significance (“sen”) is expressed (cf. the opening lines of his 
Erec et Enide and Le Chevalier de la Charrette). It has seemed to me that an analysis 
of how specific ‘conjointures’ in particular texts create a unique ‘sen’ for each text 
should precede studies of intertextuality, historicism and interpretation, in order to 
prevent assumptions not based on what is factually to be found in the texts. My 
structuralist-cum-narratological approach to the texts, which were seen as 
‘autonomous’ for the occasion, has been intended to limit – or, occasionally, to open up 
– the interpretation to a demonstrably objective preliminary reading. The specific 
observations should be verifiable, in Karl Popper’s terms, and could then lead to 
empirical general hypotheses about historical patterns. Occasional falsifications 
(Popper) are to be found, as in essays nos. 3, 4, 8 and, more obviously, those on  
nineteenth- and twentieth-century texts, nos. 11-15.  
 Idealistic texts have preconceived ideals for their point of departure, in contrast 
to comic and tragic narratives, which are character-based. Especially in the romances 
the ideal is nominally embodied in the protagonist as ‘persona’ (Carl Jung’s term), who 
is either learning or already showing it. But the nature of the ideal is only fully revealed 
by the action of the story. The characters are flat, in the sense of embodying single 
aspects of the ideal, whether in bono or in malo. Their interaction demonstrates the 
complexity of the ideal, as I argue in essay no. 4. In the two essays on Tennyson, nos. 
11 and 15, I conclude that Idylls of the King is closer to medieval romance in that 
respect than other Romantic or Victorian romance-narratives, which commonly show 
more interest in individual psychology. In Tennyson’s poems the collectivity of the 
characters is more prominent.  
 Since ideals have only authority, but no real power, they are enforced by ritual 
and ceremony. Like the rituals and ceremonies of religions and brotherhoods, they 
simultaneously assert, test and explore the ideals upheld by the community of the 
initiated. As I argue in essay no. 4, they are the tests by which the authority of the ideal 
is gained by participating unquestioningly. Essay no. 2 shows that this role of rituals is 
the key to understanding the text, especially the elements that are inconsistent with the 
story. It also shows that the emphasis on ceremony, even in the common details of 
ordinary life, turns the narrative of the two young lovers, Floris and Blauncheflour, into 
a story of public life and civilization. The essay on Layamon’s Brut ( no. 5) concludes 
that formality and ceremony, as shown in the repetitions and in the structure, have been 




identity. Essay no. 10 concludes that rituals are part of what distinguishes romances of 
royalty from romances of chivalry. The two Tennyson essays (nos. 11 and 15), finally, 
suggest that the unquestioning participation in the rituals and ceremonies mentioned 
above is precisely the reason why King Arthur’s ideals could not be sustained.  
 In essay no. 4 I have also argued that the Fairy King in Sir Orfeo is not, 
effectively, a figure of death or evil, but functions as an ‘other’, whose rituals and 
ceremonies are different from Orfeo’s. Opponents in romances are commonly 
presented as evil in the sense of ‘other’ in the scheme of the hegemonic culture. This 
point has been elaborated on in detail in essay no. 6, where the otherness of rituals and 
ceremonies is a key notion, making them travesties of the ideal. The conclusion is that 
confrontation with ‘other’ customs revitalizes the ideals that were the point of 
departure. This point also underlies the essays nos. 12 and 13, where the contrasts with 
‘others’ are particularly explicit.  
 Another assumption that has been verified in the majority of these essays is the 
importance of structure in general as the carrier or delimitation of the signification in 
romances. In essay no. 3 I have concluded that the structure of the tale undermines the 
logic of the hegemony-ideal of Courtly Love that dominates the story of Chaucer’s 
Franklin’s Tale, to suggest an alternative reading intended by the narrator. In the essay 
on Layamon (no. 5) I conclude that the overall structure of the Arthurian section of his 
Brut, as well as the structure of the repeated visits to the lakes, with their similar 
symbolisms, and the repeated contrasts between separatist Scotland and loyal Cornwall 
suggest a nationalistic layer of signification in the chronicle. In essay no. 7 the 
conclusion is that the Roman van Walewein and Sir Gawain and the Green Knight have 
a circular structure in common, which clashes with the linearity of the highest courtly 
ideals. The structure suggests such a clash of the courtly ideals with cyclic reality, 
which then leads to a signified need to reconsider the ideals for practical adoption by 
the peripheral nobility and the urban middle class. Essay no. 10 concludes that 
kingship-romances often show a structure of concentric circles referring to different 
countries to link an idealized beginning with the regained ideal at the end, and to link 
undesirable situations with correction of them within the circumscribed ideal. This 
structure also shows that the central experience is the turning-point, by which the core 
of the idealism is signified. The essay on the absent narrator in Tennyson’s Idylls of the 
King (no. 15), in its turn, argues that the structure of the whole – together with the 
carefully structured imagery – suggests the significations in the absence of an 
omniscient narrator.  
 My attempts to describe symbolism in the romances, in essay no. 4 and in the 
Introduction to this collection (no. 1), has seen the need to distinguish symbolism from 
the other idealistic mode in the Middle Ages, the allegory. In the medieval period the 
two are much more fundamentally distinct from one another than in more modern 




To justify the inclusion of Pearl (essay no. 8) and The Land of Cokaygne (essay no. 9) 
in this collection, my reason is not only that they both ‘shape idealism’, but also that 
the distinction between allegory and symbolism plays a part in their analysis. My 
conclusion in essay no. 9 is that The Land of Cokaygne achieves its parody of the ideal 
monastic life by means of symbolism ‘creating extra dimensions of narrative space’ 
only in a sense, because it is a parodic inversion of the extra dimensions. Typical for 
symbolism, in this text as well, remains the essential limitation of significances by 
means of ‘différances’ (Derrida) created by the language of the text. In the case of 
Pearl (essay no. 8), where the ideals are shaped by allegorical means, I have concluded 
that the problem between the dreamer and the maiden is due to the fact that the dreamer 
cannot grasp the allegorical visions, but sees them as symbolic. The landscape-settings 
can be seen as symbolic or allegorical; they show, in fact, a development from the 
former to the latter which the dreamer is not capable of following, in spite of the 
maiden’s doctrinaire instruction. C.S.Lewis’ ‘other world’ in Perelandra (essay no. 13) 
shows a similar mixture of allegorical and symbolic ways of viewing, but the narrative 
is unmistakeably allegorical. In essay no. 13 I come to the conclusion that Lewis’ 
world of Perelandra is distinctly allegorical and that  Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings is of 
the romance-type symbolism. The comparison between the two only proves that 
details, in this case the throwing of the source of evil into the infernal fire, can be 
effective in both modes, a point I have also made in essay no. 4. In “Een academische 
romance: David Lodge, Small World” (no. 14), about a book that styles itself a 
romance and is, in fact, a parody of the quest for the Holy Grail, I have noticed by way 
of conclusion that it negates the idealism inherent in romances as an illusion by means 
of a critical metatext. This negation of form by means of content makes Small World 
primarily a parody of post-structuralism, not of romance.   
 Concerning the role of the ladies in medieval romances, I have extended their 
narratological functions as ‘desired object’ and ‘adviser’ or ‘instructor’ with a symbolic 
dimension: that of the, actual or future, queens speaking for the land and its needs and 
desires. The notion has been most extensively verified in essay no. 10, where the 
conclusion was that in royalty-romances the King embodies nationhood and the Queen 
(or queen-to-be) embodies the land as territory or population. In the romances of 
chivalry, however, the queen’s or ladies’ function is more prominently that of 
complementing the knight-protagonist, enabling him spiritually or materially to act as 
the aristocratic hegemony-culture requires. The latter type of romance is more specific 
about the virtues of chivalry, the former about society’s justified desires and 
expectations. In Floris and Blauncheflour (essay no. 2) I have found the function of the 
ladies that of ‘desired object’ in the case of Blauncheflour, and ‘adviser’ in the case of 
Floris’ mother and Clarice. They inspire their over-pragmatic husbands (-to-be) to 
more civilized behaviour, in accordance with the contemporary hegemony-culture. All 




Chaucer’s Franklin’s Tale I have come to the conclusion that the narrative is given a 
rather curious twist. Apart from the structural effect leading to a biased narration 
mentioned earlier, the story pretends to be an example of the hegemonic ideals of the 
Courtly-Love convention as presented in Boccaccio’s original ‘demande d’amour’ in Il 
Filocolo, which is not contradicted by Chaucer, but nevertheless presented in a manner 
that appears critical of the original idea(l). In essay no. 6 the role of the ladies has 
appeared to me to confirm mainly the symbolic function of infusing the male pride and 
pragmatism of the knights and kings with civilization and socially desirable virtuous 
action. In the essays on the nineteenth- and twentieth-century texts (nos. 10-15), I have 
not dealt with the symbolism of the ladies’ roles, but I would suggest in retrospect that 
it is not materially different from that of the medieval romances.  
On a more practical level I have come to the following conclusions, following from the 
above. These conclusions deal with more detailed assumptions about preliminary 
readings. In essays nos. 2 and 4 I have introduced the starting-point that, in order to see 
what a particular antagonist ‘stands for’, one has to analyse the antagonists given to 
him specifically, as ‘other’. What makes the opponents different from the protagonist 
and from each other provides the specifications by contrast. And in essays nos. 4 and 
10 I have concluded that the ‘virtues’ of the romance-heroes, whether knights or kings, 
should be defined as what society expects or desires from them, rather than in terms of 
religion or ethos. A rather more ‘psychological’ aspect, namely that the scene-settings 
reflect symbolically the perception of the protagonist at a given point in the story, 
which then lead to characteristic action or self-expression, I have verified in essays nos. 
2, 4, 6, 8, 10, 11, 13 and 15. 
 Concerning the game of chess or chessboard in “Floris and Blauncheflour” 
and “The Roman van Walewein Laced with Castles” (essays nos. 2 and 6) I have 
concluded,  also in “Best of Gawain” (no. 7), that the symbolic function goes back 
specifically to the ancient Persian symbolism of ‘the death of the king’ (shah-mat: the 
king is dead) , therefore suggesting succession to kingship or lordship.  
 I have found occasion to claim specific propagandist nationalism only for 
Layamon, in his structuring of the Arthurian section of the Brut and in occasional 
imagery (essay no. 5), and also for Tennyson’s Idylls of the King, in his ‘Blut und 
Boden’ imagery, although I have found the Idylls generally more imperialistic; 
possibly a typical British blend (essay no. 11). In “The absent narrator in Tennyson’s 
Idylls of the King” (essay no. 15) I have noticed that his emphasis on social usefulness 
fits the imperialistic attitude, and that his showing a ‘non-assertive art’ in his 
presentation is linked to the problem of individuals struggling with the ideal – rather 
than embody them –, which was a particular concern for the imperialist Britain of his 
day.  
 In “A Key to The Land of Cokaygne” (essay no. 9) I have shown that ideals 




have concluded, in that it not only uses, but quite replaces the spiritual ideal by earthly 
vignettes. The fact that it is parody, rather than satire, is made apparent by linguistic 
signals or ‘différances’ in the text that require an audience well-versed in the details of 
monastic life. Parody is also found in Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings, but on a much 
smaller scale. In essay no. 12 I have argued that his evil characters are all of them not 
just ‘other’ , nor even travesties, but actual perversions of the good. Tolkien’s parody is 
much more philosophical than generic. David Lodge’s Small World is an example of 
parody in the generic way (essay no. 14). The story of academic conferences is 
parodied as a Grail-quest. And its romance-genre (subtitle: “An academic romance”) 
becomes itself a parody of post-structuralism by its metatext.  
 As a final structural point I have claimed, in essays nos. 2, 4 and 10 that the 
psycho-analytical models of Sigmund Freud (‘ego’, ‘super-ego’, ‘id’, ‘libido’) and Carl 
Jung (‘persona’, ‘animus’, ‘anima’, ‘shadow’) – not their work on mental disorder! – 
are more appropriate for preliminary structural analysis of medieval romances than 
intertextual characterization of the heroes of romance. This is because romance-
characters are single-characteristic types, whose interaction, not whose character, 
shows the complexity of the ideals they embody.  
 The general point about the authors of the romances being themselves non-
aristocratic, and therefore outsiders in the court-culture, I have only raised specifically 
in essay no. 7, but I have also brought it up in the Introduction (no. 1), because the 
realization that this fact is likely to have created biased views of courtly idealism is an 
important preliminary consideration. It explains in an objective way why so many 
romances are so critical of the purely aristocratic courtly ideals and tend to deal with 
ideals from a much wider social perspective. The problem is as old as Chrétien de 
Troyes.  
 The fact that J.R.R. Tolkien and C.S. Lewis have been accused of 
otherworldliness is a different matter, cf. essay no. 13. They were accused of nostalgia 
for a universally-valid moral order, which in the twentieth-century days of social 
commitment was seen as escapism. Perhaps the two World Wars had caused audiences 
to be sceptical about cults of heroism. My argument has been that, as medievalists, 
with a religious background, they may have found an individual epic-tragic heroism a 
still possible and desirable alternative to contemporary factions and -isms. Nostalgic, 
certainly, but so were many of the medieval romances, looking to the old well-
established ideals in days of present turmoil.  
In summary, what underlies all these various and varied essays is not a theory but a 
claim that a factual analysis of narrative structure and narratological functions of 
characters and settings directs and limits the symbolic dimensions, and therefore the 
interpretation, of the medieval romance-type narratives and their modern successors. 









DE VORMGEVING VAN IDEALISMES 
 
Studies over middeleeuwse romans en de literatuur van de ‘middeleeuwse Revival’ 
 
 
Aangezien het in dit proefschrift grotendeels reeds gepubliceerde artikelen betreft, 
wordt eerst een karakterisering gegeven per artikel en pas daarna een samenvatting van 
het gemeenschappelijk kader zoals te vinden in de Introductie. 
 
In het artikel over Floris and Blauncheflour (no. 2) is het uitgangspunt dat rituelen en 
ceremonies tot de essentie van de romans behoren. Beschaving wordt aangedragen 
door de dames; het bereiken van maatschappelijke integratie vindt uitdrukking in een 
verworven ideale liefdesband. Ook wordt gesteld dat omgevingsbeschrijvingen een 
afspiegeling zijn van de geestesgesteldheid van de protagonist op het gegeven moment. 
Dit laatste punt speelt ook een belangrijke rol in het artikel over Psychologie en de 
middeleeuwse romans (no. 4), vooral in het geval van Sir Gawain and the Green 
Knight. In dit artikel komt ook aan de orde dat de cyclische structuur van het verhaal 
van Sir Gawain de ontwikkeling van de held in een gegeven kader laat zien. Hetzelfde 
artikel toont ook aan dat in Sir Orfeo de rituelen van belang zijn voor de perceptie van 
het ideaal. Aan de hand van Sir Launfal wordt getoond dat Freuds en Jungs modellen 
voor droomduiding (ego, superego, id; persona, anima, animus, schaduw) bruikbaar 
zijn voor narratologische analyse van de functies van de personages in deze roman. 
Verder concludeert dit artikel nog dat het ideaal waar de protagonist voor staat zich laat 
analyseren door de gegeven antagonisten als verschillende anti-typen van dat ideaal te 
beschouwen, waardoor het ideaal gespecificeerd wordt.  
 Het artikel over Chaucers Franklin’s Tale (no. 3) laat zien dat een 
overheersend, conventioneel hegemonisch idealisme ook van kanttekeningen voorzien 
kan worden. De verteller van The Franklin’s Tale onderschrijft weliswaar het ideaal 
van de Hoofse Liefde in specifieke termen, maar toont zich, door de structurering van 
de vertelling, bevooroordeeld ten gunste van de jonge aspirant-ridder. Deze wordt 
duidelijk naar voren geschoven ten koste van de model-ridder.  
 In het artikel over de koning Arthur-sectie van Layamons Brut (no. 5) speelt 
ook het effect van het formele ritueel een rol, waardoor de grootheid van Arthur wordt 
benadrukt. Maar de meeste aandacht wordt besteed aan de rijke symboliek van de 
Schotse meren, aan die van Arthurs twee dromen en aan die van de laatste veldslag. 
Ook de zorgvuldige structurering van de hele Arthur-sectie wordt in beschouwing 
genomen, welke een duidelijk beeld geeft van waar de omslag plaatsvindt tussen 
koning Arthurs glorietijd en zijn neergang. De genoemde aspecten leggen bloot hoe de 
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kroniek wordt gemanipuleerd door de auteur om het ideaal van nationale eenheid te 
propageren.  
 De nadruk verschuift zo geleidelijk van ‘psychologie’ naar een meer 
formalistische benadering, waarin structuralisme en narratologie centraal staan, naast 
blijvende aandacht voor symboliek. In het artikel over de Middelnederlandse Roman 
van Walewein (no. 6) wordt de symboliek van de kastelen geanalyseerd als 
afspiegeling van zowel heer Waleweins geestesgesteldheid op die specifieke punten op 
zijn heen- en terugreis, als ook van de precieze betekenis van zijn avonturen op elk van 
die kastelen voor zijn ontwikkeling van trotse tot trouwe ridder. Vooral wordt nadruk 
gelegd op zijn confrontatie met ‘anderen’, waarbij het anders-zijn van die anderen als 
een parodie of travestie van de hoofse idealen wordt gelezen, waardoor het uiteindelijk 
bereikte ideaal wordt gespecificeerd. Ook de dames spelen een rol in het ombuigen van 
het ideaal van persoonlijke deugden naar maatschappelijk significante sociale 
vaardigheden. Over het schaakbord wordt nog gesteld dat het symbool is van de 
opvolging van de koning. Dat punt komt weer aan de orde in het artikel over Sir 
Gawain and the Green Knight en de Roman van Walewein (no. 7), maar hier gaat de 
analyse dan hoofdzakelijk over wat de twee teksten gemeen hebben. Beide zijn 
geschreven voor perifere ‘lagere’ hoven, waar de dynamiek van uitwisseling met de 
middenklasse prominenter is dan aan centrale koninklijke hoven, zodat uitruil een 
thema kan worden. Het ideaal is dan het vinden van een zinvolle interactie met 
anderen, een van geven en nemen, respect en bereidheid tot leren, en vooral een van 
dienstbaarheid aan de gemeenschap. Beide vertonen ook een structuur van 
concentrische cirkels, waarin de heersende orde eerst wordt verstoord en uiteindelijk op 
een hoger plan wordt hernomen. Het uitgangspunt wordt uitgedaagd, van binnenuit of 
van buiten, de zwakte ervan wordt duidelijk tijdens de queeste, maar ook de remedie, 
zodat de orde verheven wordt door wat de ridder op zijn queeste heeft geleerd. Het 
grote verschil tussen de twee teksten is dat de dertiende-eeuwse Roman van Walewein 
optimistischer is en meer actie vertoont dan de veertiende-eeuwse Sir Gawain and the 
Green Knight. Een voorzichtige suggestie wordt gedaan dat de Nederlandse roman het 
beginsel van ‘goede werken’ als middel tot heil aanhangt, en de Engelse, daarentegen, 
dat van ‘genade alleen’ onderschrijft.  
 Het artikel over Pearl (no. 8) – een religieuze tekst van de hand van de auteur 
van Sir Gawain and the Green Knight – benadrukt ook de structuur van concentrische 
cirkels, rond het middelpunt van de parabel van de Wijngaard, in deze tekst. De 
vormgeving van het ideaal is, weliswaar, strikt allegorisch, maar er doet zich het 
interessante probleem voor dat de perceptie van de dromer blijft steken in romantische 
symboliek. Deze symbolische psychologische perceptie komt tot uitdrukking in de 
landschapsbeschrijvingen aan zijn kant van de rivier, waardoor het visioen van gene 
zijde hem vreemd blijft. Die vervreemding blijft tekenend voor het onbegrip van de 
dromer tot het einde.  
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 Ook het artikel over The Land of Cokaygne (no. 9) betreft een in feite 
religieuze tekst, zij het dan een parodie op het religieuze (klooster-)leven. De kern van 
het betoog is dat het vormgeven van spirituele idealen door middel van aardse 
voorstellingen hier niet satirisch is, maar een parodie van die idealen, hetgeen wordt 
aangetoond met concrete voorbeelden. Parodie wordt hier gezien als ‘translatio’, maar 
heeft niet de basis in metonymie die het symbolisme wel heeft. Het artikel is toch in 
deze bundeling opgenomen omdat inzicht in parodie in de middeleeuwen van belang is 
voor het thema van vormgeving van idealen en, als contrast, ook voor de analyse van 
middeleeuwse romans. De concepten van ‘dialogische teksten’ en van ‘différance’ 
(Lacan) als limitering van betekenissen, zoals die ook in de symboliek van de 
middeleeuwse romans voorkomen, worden hierdoor verruimd.  
 De concepten ‘dialogische tekst’ en ‘différance’ spelen een belangrijke rol in 
het artikel over het verschil tussen koningsromans en ridderromans (no. 10). Het 
verschil tussen de twee soorten wordt in dit artikel geverifieerd aan de hand van een 
ruim aantal teksten. Er wordt onderscheid gemaakt tussen de representatie van de 
idealen en verlangens van de hele natie aan de ene kant en de idealen van de militaire 
elite aan de andere. De goede koning en de goede ridder zijn verschillende idealen die 
ook op verschillende wijze worden weergegeven, zowel in de symboliek als in de 
structuur. De rol van de dame laat zich ook onderscheiden in de ene of de andere 
context; zij belichaamt het landsbelang in de koningsromans, en fungeert als 
inspiratiebron van hoofse beschaving in de ridderromans. Het onderscheid tussen 
koningsromans en ridderromans uit zich op het symbolische vlak in typisch 
verschillende dilemma’s, typisch verschillende dromen, verschillende soorten rituelen 
en verschillende tegenstanders. Ridderromans tonen specifieke deugden in actie, ter 
bevestiging van de hoofse persoonlijke idealen; koningsromans benadrukken de 
verdediging van de gemeenschap en/of de strijdigheid in opvatting betreffende de 
maatschappelijke belangen van de natie als geheel. Ook op het vlak van de narratieve 
structuur zijn de twee soorten middeleeuwse romans te onderscheiden. De queeste-
structuur van de ridderroman is bij voorkeur cyclisch, in de zin van een terugkeer naar 
het startpunt. De koningsromans vertonen daarentegen vaker een structuur van 
concentrische cirkels. De structuren zelf zijn niet exclusief, wel de invulling ervan. Zo 
verbindt een concentrische cirkelstructuur bij koningsromans verschillende landen of 
territoria, terwijl dezelfde structuur bij ridderromans daden met elkaar verbindt. Ten 
slotte wordt het bovenstaande toegepast op de twee late, veertiende-eeuwse Engelse 
‘Morte Arthur’ romans, die ogenschijnlijk mengvormen zijn. Daar blijkt een keuze 
toch verifieerbaar – of falsifieerbaar – te zijn, wat effectief is als voorbereiding op de 
interpretatie van die teksten. 
 
Het tweede deel van deze verzameling bevat enkele studies over de doorwerking van 
de middeleeuwse romans in de Engelse literatuur van de negentiende en twintigste 
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eeuw, zowel de ‘revival’ van specifieke romans in Tennysons Idylls of the King (nos. 
11 en 15) als de doorwerking van het genre als zodanig in werken van J.R.R. Tolkien, 
C.S. Lewis en David Lodge (nos. 12, 13, 14). Het eerste artikel over Idylls of the King 
(no. 11) stelt dat Tennyson afstand neemt van de praktijk van de Romantiek door het 
gebruik van een classicistische beeldspraak, en verschilt van de middeleeuwse romans 
door de afwezigheid bij hem van een alwetende auteur. Na weerlegging van de 
gangbare opvatting over Tennyson als late romanticus, wordt aangetoond dat de Idylls 
niet een verkenning zijn van het ‘ik’ van de personages, maar van het fenomeen 
idealisme. Het idealisme wordt niet expliciet verwoord, maar wordt getoond in het 
streven van onvolmaakte personages en hun onderling afhankelijke relaties, en wordt 
van een objectief waardensysteem voorzien door de decoratieve, maar tevens 
symbolische beeldtaal. Het waardensysteem blijkt politiek van aard te zijn, niet een van 
persoonlijke eigenschappen. De politiek is die van het Britse imperialisme – een 
specifieker ideaal dan Arthur’s imperialisme in de ‘historische’ Arthurromans van de 
middeleeuwen – maar in plaats van specifiek wordt die slechts gesuggereerd in lyrische 
(idyllische) vorm. Het tweede artikel over hetzelfde onderwerp (no. 15) verifieert deze 
ideeën over de afwezigheid van een alwetende auteur en de bijzondere rol van de 
beeldspraak door een aantal specifieke beelden te analyseren in hun context. Het idee 
van de ‘bezielende’ beeldtaal die de narratieve ‘feiten’ van een extra betekenislaag 
voorziet, wordt zo duidelijk gemaakt. Benadrukt wordt dat het tonen van personages 
die worstelen met de idealen – in plaats van ze te belichamen – een vorm is van non-
assertieve kunst. De filosoof Schopenhauer en de kunsthistoricus Ruskin worden 
genoemd als mogelijke invloeden. Het feit dat het ideaal zo fluïde gepresenteerd wordt 
door het subjectivisme van de personages en de speciale beeldtaal suggereert dat het 
ideaal zelf mogelijk illusoir kan zijn. Tennyson specificeert geen idealen, maar 
benadrukt alleen de noodzaak van idealisme.  
 Het artikel over The Lord of the Rings (no. 12) betoogt dat Tolkien aan het 
gegeven dat de middeleeuwse romans alle soorten van bronnenmateriaal wisten te 
benutten en om te vormen tot romanmateriaal een heel eigen invulling heeft gegeven. 
Zijn tekst is geheel opgebouwd uit reeds bestaande elementen van zeer diverse 
herkomst. Teksten en ideeënwerelden van zeer uiteenlopende tijden en plaatsen worden 
tot een holistisch geheel gesmeed; zijn tekst is geen fantasie in de strikte zin, maar 
heeft de autoriteit van de bestaande elementen waaruit die is opgebouwd. Tolkiens 
enorme vakkennis van teksten en ideeën pretendeert zo een ‘wereldgeschiedenis’ op te 
leveren. Vooral het idee van het Kwaad als perverse parodie van het Goede wordt in 
het artikel benadrukt. Verder wordt ook ingegaan op Peter Jacksons verfilming, met de 
spanning tussen een theatraal en een verbaal medium als uitgangspunt. 
 De werkwijze van C.S. Lewis in Perelandra wordt vergeleken met die van 
Tolkien in het artikel over fantasies van mediëvisten-professoren (no. 13). De nadruk 
ligt hier op Perelandra en op het verband tussen dat verhaal en Lewis’ 
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wetenschappelijk werk in de ontstaansperiode daarvan. Lewis blijkt meer christelijk en 
metaforisch te werk te gaan dan Tolkien. De zee op de planeet Perelandra (Venus) is 
grotendeels als metafoor gebruikt voor een uitgebreid complex van waarnemingen, 
ideeën en ervaringen, en slechts een enkele keer als psychologische symboliek. Het 
verhaal gaat over de zondeval van de eerste mensen, die op Perelandra nog niet heeft 
plaatsgevonden en die uiteindelijk voorkomen wordt. Vergeleken bij de nadrukkelijk 
doctrinaire en didactische benadering van Lewis steekt Tolkien af als meer 
middeleeuws-romantisch. Beiden onderscheiden zich van de modernistische canon 
door het postuleren van onkenbare hogere machten. Binnen de fantasy-literatuur 
worden beiden gezien als conservatief en sentimenteel. Hun beider ervaringen met de 
verschrikkingen van de twee Wereldoorlogen hebben hen er mogelijk toe gebracht een 
ouder heroïsch idealisme in stelling te brengen. 
‘Een academische romance: David Lodge, Small World’ (no. 14) analyseert 
deze roman, die de vaste bezoekers van een reeks literair-kritische conferenties over de 
hele wereld parodieert als ridders op de Graalqueeste, onder het thema van ‘herhaling 
in de literatuur’. Een steeds herhaalde poststructuralistische lezing over de 
onmogelijkheid van interpretatie van teksten vanwege de voortdurende verplaatsing 
(‘différance’) van betekenissen vormt de kritische metatekst bij de verhalen over de 
wederwaardigheden van de personages. De kern van de lezing is dat iedere 
‘boodschap’ wordt gepresenteerd in gecodeerde taal, die bij iedere decodering weer een 
nieuwe codering creëert. Er is dus wel een verband met de metonymisch-symbolische 
romantrant waarin de belevenissen van de personages worden verhaald en met de 
‘différances’ daarin, maar de lezing herinnert ook steeds aan de academische scepsis 
betreffende hermeneutiek. Iedere interpretatie (door lezer of personage) is niet zozeer 
misinterpretatie als wel een ‘andere’ interpretatie. De vele verhaallijnen vol 
wederzijdse spiegelingen zijn welbewust gemodelleerd op middeleeuwse en latere 
romans (Graalromans, Ariosto, Spenser, Shakespeare, Keats), maar het idealisme van 
die romans wordt ontkracht als een illusie (puur vorm) door de kritische metatekst. Het 
boek is uiteindelijk geen satire geworden in de stijl van de campusnovel, maar een 
middeleeuwse of vroegmoderne roman als parodie op het poststructuralisme. 
 
Om al deze artikelen een gemeenschappelijk kader te geven, gaat de Inleiding (no. 1) in 
op de theorieën die ten grondslag liggen aan mijn benadering van de vormgeving van 
idealismes in middeleeuwse romans. De benadering is ‘mediëvalistisch’, in Derrida’s 
betekenis van de term, te weten: de toepassing van moderne literair-kritische theorieën 
op middeleeuwse teksten, teneinde hun “subtekstuele premissen” en hun 
“onuitgesproken politieke interesses” te analyseren. Mijn gekozen methodologieën zijn 
symbolisme, narratologie en structuralisme, en post-structuralisme waar dat nuttig is. 
Dit proefschrift biedt een analyse van de “dynamiek van culturele expressie” die 
volgens Stephen Nichols de kern van de poststructuralistische benadering is. De 
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artikelen zijn, in die optiek, preliminaire analyses die aan interpretatie vooraf dienen te 
gaan. In de artikelen over ‘middeleeuwse Revival’-teksten heb ik hun omgang met het 
middeleeuwse erfgoed benaderd als ofwel navertelling van middeleeuwse teksten 
(Tennyson, Morris) of als de doorwerking van het genre van de romans in de moderne 
tijd (Tolkien, C.S. Lewis, David Lodge). Over de jaren waarin deze artikelen zijn 
verschenen, ben ik van een aanvankelijke toepassing van Freuds en Jungs modellen 
van droomduiding geleidelijk opgeschoven naar het formalisme van Bakhtin en de 
daaruit voortvloeiende benaderingen van symbolisme, narratologie en (post-)structura- 
lisme.  
 Onder het hoofdje ‘Idealisme’ wordt aan de orde gesteld dat idealistische 
teksten gekarakteriseerd worden door een intrige gemotiveerd door een idee of ideaal, 
waarbij de personages slechts als ‘actanten’ optreden en de setting in essentie 
symbolisch is. Als complicatie wordt genoemd dat de auteurs zelden zelf tot de 
aristocratie behoren, waardoor de idealen van hoofsheid en hoffelijkheid vervormd 
kunnen zijn door gebrek aan kennis uit de eerste hand, of door een eigen ‘agenda’ van 
de auteurs. In de romans, gezien als ‘dialogische teksten’ (Bakhtins onderscheiding), 
merken we niet alleen de stemmen op van de hoofse idealen, maar ook die van de 
auteur, de lagere adel, het volk en de tegenstanders, ieder met hun eigen opvattingen en 
idealen over persoonlijke en maatschappelijke deugden. J.B. Malina herinnert ons 
eraan dat het idee van ‘eer’ zowel persoonlijke aanspraken op deugd omvat als de 
maatschappelijke aanvaarding daarvan. Die aanspraken op deugd zijn terug te vinden 
in de hegemonie-cultuur van de ‘courtoisie’ die door de romans wordt onderschreven, 
ook als de maatschappij zich daarover kritisch betoont. Een andere complicatie is dat 
de romans meestal niet een tegenstelling tussen Goed en Kwaad hanteren in de morele 
zin. In Foucaults termen gaan ze over Ons tegenover De Ander. Omdat de romans een 
afspiegeling zijn van een groepsideaal, worden de antagonisten niet als moreel slecht 
neergezet, maar als lieden die een andere ethiek aanhangen dan die van de 
hegemonische cultuur. Die andere ethiek kan dan als gewenst of ongewenst worden 
neergezet. Hieruit volgt omgekeerd dat, om de ware aard van het hegemonische ideaal 
in een tekst te ontdekken die gedragen wordt door de protagonist, men alle 
antagonisten dient te analyseren om uit hun anders zijn te concluderen wat het ideaal in 
die tekst in detail inhoudt. Over de ‘hoofse liefde’ wordt nog opgemerkt, in navolging 
van Huizinga en Auerbach, dat die een narratief substituut is voor andere nobele 
motieven. 
Onder het hoofdje ‘Symbolisme’ wordt gesteld dat in de middeleeuwen 
allegorie en symboliek significant verschillend van elkaar zijn, een standpunt dat wordt 
ondersteund aan de hand van St. Augustinus, Brewer en Boitani. Allegorie 
personifieert abstracta teneinde een doctrine ten tonele te voeren, terwijl symbolische 
verhalen klasse-specifieke collectieve types opvoeren als actanten. De kern van het 
verschil tussen allegorie en symboliek is volgens David Lodge gelegen in de 
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onderscheidbaarheid tussen metafoor en metonymie. Middeleeuwse romans zijn 
typisch metonymisch; hun symboliek is gebaseerd, niet op het principe van substitutie, 
maar op dat van associatie van ideeën die als aangrenzend of samenhangend worden 
gezien. De symboliek van de romans is ‘parabolisch’, zowel in de zin van ‘gelijk een 
parabel’ als in de zin van een parabool die de lineaire as van het verhaal snijdt en er zo 
een derde dimensie aan toevoegt. Die derde dimensie is de ‘werkelijke ruimte’ van het 
idealistische narratief. De cyclische structuren van veel middeleeuwse romans zijn daar 
een uitdrukking van. 
Onder het hoofdje ‘Structuur’ wordt, aan de hand van Barthes, Levi-Strauss en 
Panofsky, gesteld dat de structuur van een narratief de basis vormt voor de 
betekenistoekenning. De verhaallijn vertelt het verhaal, maar de structuur bepaalt de 
significatie, ofwel de verantwoorde interpretatie. In de romans worden de idealen niet 
eenvoudigweg belichaamd door de personages, zoals in allegorie, maar zij worden in 
actie getoond. De protagonist wordt pas ten volle gedefinieerd door de aard en het 
patroon van zijn daden aan de ene kant en de parallellen en contrasten met de ‘andere’ 
personages aan de andere kant. In navolging van Lacan wordt geconcludeerd dat de 
‘anderen’ in specifieke romans alleen kunnen worden geanalyseerd in hun relatie tot de 
protagonist, en niet als personages op zich of in relatie tot elkaar. Hun enige functie is 
die van parallel of contrast t.o.v. de protagonist, die de gepaste drager is van het 
hegemonische ideaal dat de betreffende tekst in actie toont. Deze analytische beperking 
maakt het noodzakelijk dat de tekst in de preliminaire structuur-analyse als autonoom 
gezien wordt. En aangezien de ‘actanten’ alleen functies hebben en geen eigen 
persoonlijkheid, blijken de schemata van Freuds en Jungs droomduiding of Propps lijst 
van narratieve functies beter bruikbaar voor de middeleeuwse romans dan 
intertekstuele karakter-analyses van personages.  
 De structuralistische of narratologische benadering vereist ook analyse van het 
patroon van de verhaallijn. Een lineaire structuur in romans toont de ontwikkeling van 
trots en arrogantie naar maatschappelijke aanvaardbaarheid of naar nederigheid. 
‘Episodische’ romans vertonen vaak een cyclische structuur van vertrek naar terugkeer 
naar de status quo. Zo’n cirkelstructuur drukt vaak hoop uit, hetzij voor de protagonist 
of voor de gemeenschap, feitelijk de zelf-regenererende kracht van het ideaal, de 
mogelijkheid van een nieuwe start op een hoger niveau. Een structuur van 
concentrische cirkels vertoont een patroon waarbij een aanvankelijk falen in het 
handelen naar het ideaal later wordt rechtgezet na een cruciale ervaring in het midden. 
Dit benadrukt de invloed van het onderliggende ideaal zelf op de protagonist sterker 
dan hoe dat ideaal door de protagonist in actie wordt getoond. 
Onder het hoofdje ‘Translatio’ wordt gesteld dat, in het geval van navertelling 
van middeleeuwse romans, door wijsheid achteraf nieuwe perspectieven op de 
bronteksten kunnen ontstaan die soms onze kijk verhelderen op kwesties die in de 
middeleeuwse teksten ongespecificeerd bleven. Maar evengoed kan gezien worden hoe 
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de oude verhalen worden gemanipuleerd om die van toepassing te maken op de nieuwe 
culturele context. Vervolgens komt fantasy-literatuur aan de orde, die niet is gebaseerd 
op specifieke middeleeuwse teksten, maar wel de ontwikkeling laat zien van het genre 
van de roman in de moderne tijd. Fantasy heeft het gebruik van fantasiewerelden 
gemeen met de middeleeuwse romans, plus het feit dat de helden vertrekken uit hun 
sociale achtergrond met hun idealen reeds intact, klaar om uitgedaagd te worden in 
‘andere’ werelden waar andere waarden en driften aan de orde zijn. Verder heeft ook 
de eeuwenoude traditie van reisliteratuur natuurlijk invloed gehad op de fantasy-
literatuur. Als laatste punt wordt genoemd dat in de idealismes van de ‘Revival’-
literatuur, sterker nog dan in de middeleeuwse, drie paradigmata te onderscheiden zijn, 
namelijk een van sacramenteel ontzag, een van het feestelijk vieren van het ideaal en 




SUMMARIES OF DUTCH ARCTICLES 
 
 
Pearl and the foundations of the Heavenly Jerusalem (no. 8) 
 
Pearl is a dream-allegory, written by the author of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight 
during a period of debate in scholastic circles about whether salvation is to be achieved 
by ‘grace alone’ or by ‘works’. The dreamer-narrator visits the grave of his daughter 
who died at the age of two, allegorically represented as a jeweller who lost a pearl in a 
natural landscape. In his dream he finds himself in a landscape of crystal rocks, blue 
trees with silver leaves, pebbles of pearl, fragrant fruits and birds singing. He comes to 
a river that he cannot cross, beyond which lies paradise, it seems to him. Beyond the 
river he sees his daughter, dressed in white and covered in pearls. A long conversation 
ensues across the river. The girl tells him she is a bride of Christ and queen in Heaven, 
and that his grief is unreasonable. He does not understand. The debate culminates in 
the Parable of the Vineyard, by which she explains that God’s grace is always 
sufficient, irrespective of good works. Finally the girl shows the dreamer the Heavenly 
Jerusalem, as seen in the Apocalyps. The dreamer tries to cross the river, but wakes up.  
 For the description of the Heavenly Jerusalem elements of the Apocalyps are 
combined with Psalm 48, Giacomo da Verona’s De Jerusalem Celeste and St 
Augustine’s City of God. However, the descriptions of the landscapes and the city 
remain an unusually personal perception of the dreamer-narrator. The vision is 
determined, not by a conventional ideal, but by his point of view. 
 Structurally, the three stages of the poem’s development reflect three 
viewpoints: the ‘realistic’ mourning of the girl’s death, then the ‘somnium’ of the 
doctrinal debate, which is, finally, sublimated in the ‘visio’ of the Heavenly Jerusalem. 
The imagery from the lost pearl into the pearl-maiden, then into the pearly gates of the 
Heavenly Jerusalem, suggests a theme of how to achieve entrance into that city, 
supported by the idea that a seed must first die, then be buried/planted, before it will 
bear fruit. The girl’s speech is metaphorical, the dreamer’s reactions remain human-
rational. Mutual understanding remains problematic, because the dreamer, reasoning 
from earthly categories, cannot ‘see’ the metaphors from beyond. 
 The alienation of the ‘stranger in paradise’ is marked, on the one hand, by the 
polysemy of the terms used in the debate and, on the other hand, by the landscape-
descriptions. The landscapes and the city are built up out of paradise-commonplaces, 
but the gradual revelations (Revelations) do not add up to an Apocalyps in this poem: 
with their supernaturalness they exclude the dreamer. His sensual perception makes the 
conventional ‘pleasance’ impenetrable to him; only faith would gain him access. The 
road from the sensual world of seasons and seeds and harvest-time, through the 
‘enlightened’ teaching of doctrine, to the final acceptance and contemplation of the 
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mystical vision, is represented in full. The point of the poem is, however, not a vision 
of heaven, but a roadmap from darkness to illumination. 
The evidence of the medieval English and German lapidaries shows that the 
twelve layers of precious stones that form the foundation of the Heavenly Jerusalem 
could be read as four times three steps that signify Faith, Hope and Charity on 
increasingly advanced levels; literally the way to gain entrance into the city. So, the 
originally anagogical (what to hope for) Apocalyps or Revelations of St John has, in 
this poem, become an allegorical text (what to believe). 
 
 
Not of this world: Fantasies of professors of medieval literature (no. 13) 
 
C.S. Lewis’ fantasy-novel Perelandra, vol. 2 of his space-trilogy, is set on the planet 
Perelandra (Venus), a younger planet than Earth, on which the first man and woman 
are still innocent of Original Sin and the Temptation is about to begin. At the time of 
writing (1943) Lewis had just completed his Preface to Paradise Lost and The 
Screwtape Letters, both concerned with the Devil and the temptation in Paradise. 
 The sea, which figures large in Perelandra, is not given, except on one 
occasion, the metonymic/symbolic signification of chaos, exile, fate or separation 
between one world and an ‘other’, as in Tolkien’s works or in the medieval romances, 
but mostly it has the metaphoric/allegorical significance of the separation of the waters 
and the land as in the story of the creation in Genesis, and the baptismal symbolism of 
death and rebirth. The sea is largely an allegorical vehicle for a large number of 
sensations, ideas, perceptions and experiences, which are still fluid in this new creation 
that is as yet unfixed as long as the outcome of the temptation has not been decided. 
Behind this is a concept of the universe as indeterminate, continually in motion as a 
Cosmic Dance, set in motion by Maleldil (God) and supervised by angelic forces. The 
Temptation on Earth had been successful millennia ago, and is attempted on Perelandra 
by a satan-figure in the body of an earthly physicist. The ‘angels’ have transported an 
earthly philologist to help the Perelandral Eve to resist. After many days of argument 
and counter-argument, the situation is resolved when the philologist physically beats 
up the physicist and, after a long pursuit, throws him into the subterranean fire. The 
parallel with Frodo and the Ring in Tolkien’s Lord of the Ring is striking. 
Lewis and Tolkien have their dissatisfaction with the modernist canon of the 
Interbellum in common. They both wanted a more idealistic literature that recognises 
unknowable forces. Unlike the magic-realists, they postulate these forces as higher 
powers, much as in the medieval romances (Tolkien) or in the early classicism of the 
Renaissance (Lewis). In “On Fairy-stories” Tolkien claims that fantasy-stories are a 
form of religious myths, renderings of the story of salvation and resurrection. Lewis 
may be more didactic and morally black-and-white in his presentation than Tolkien’s 
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much more literary myth-making, but in contrast to Tolkien’s matter-of-course 
abhorrence of industrialization, Lewis’ text is rather more ‘dialogic’ in its debate 
between industrial-physical aspirations and religious ideals. 
The fantasy-critics consider both Lewis and Tolkien to be conservative and 
sentimental, but allow that the experiences that both of them had had of the horrors of 




An academic romance: David Lodge, Small World (no. 14) 
 
Small World is about the adventures of a number of literary scholars at and between a 
series of academic conferences all round the world. These adventures are presented as a 
parody of the quest of the Holy Grail, in the manner of the romance and with many 
echoes of medieval and modern romances (Holy Grail romances, Ariosto, Spenser, 
Shakespeare, Keats) and of T.S. Eliot’s The Waste Land and Jessie Weston’s From 
Ritual to Romance. The main theme of the analysis is repetition with variations: 
echoes, mirrorings, enacting of literary models. 
A poststructuralist lecture about the impossibility of interpretation of texts is 
repeated at every conference. Since every decoding is another encoding, the lecture 
claims, significations are continually postponed and displaced (différance), never 
possessed. This concept of  différance constitutes a critical metatext to the romance-
narrative. 
The idea of the text as an infinite striptease, ultimately overshooting its 
purpose, is dramatized by repeated instances of peepshows and escort-services; the 
overshooting of its purpose is also the answer to ‘the’ question finally asked at the 
Grail Castle/the MLA Conference in New York at the end of the academic round, 
where a UNESCO-endowed Chair of Literary Criticism proves to be the ‘siege 
perilous’ of the Round Table. The original lecture on the impossibility of interpretation 
is repeated there, with differences specific to the romance-genre, by a young lady who 
had functioned throughout as the Grail (with an Irish accent: girrl) for the main 
character, an Irish Perceval-type. When they, finally, meet again there, the many 
doublings and mirrorings come to their climax with the young man making love to the 
lady’s twin sister and the girl marrying the Perceval’s namesake. The young man 
realizes then and there that he is really in love with someone else, who then appears to 
have disappeared. Similar overshootings of the purpose happen to a dozen or more 
professors and lecturers attending these conferences. 
The title of the book, Small World, already suggests that the ‘academic 
romance’ is one of microcosms in which the whole reality of the universe is mirrored 
or repeated endlessly. But with David Lodge the ‘ewige Wiederkehr’ or ‘éternel retour’ 
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becomes, paradoxically, a constant eluding. The MLA Conference comes to an end 
with the chairman/Grail King concluding that “to win is to lose the game”. This 
appears to liberate all the characters from the formal narratological compulsiveness of 
their actions, instead of disillusioning them. The Waste Land is, temporarily, restored 
to fertility. By taking the grail-quest for its narrative structure, the content of the story 
parodies the form. The book is not a satire in the manner of the campus-novel after all, 







N.H.G.E. (Bart) Veldhoen werd geboren op 26 december 1945 te Eindhoven. Hij 
behaalde het diploma Gymnasium A aan het Gymnasium Augustinianum te Eindhoven 
in 1964 en, na een afgebroken studie Geschiedenis aan de Katholieke Universiteit 
Nijmegen, de Akte van Bekwaamheid A tot het geven van middelbaar onderwijs in de 
Engelse taal (MO-A) in 1969. Vervolgens begon hij de studie Engelse Taal- en 
Letterkunde aan de Rijksuniversiteit Leiden, behaalde het kandidaatsexamen ‘cum 
laude’ in 1972, voltooide het bijvak Oudnoors aan de University of Leeds in 1973, en 
behaalde het doctoraal examen Engelse Taal- en Letterkunde aan de Rijksuniversiteit 
Leiden ‘cum laude’ in 1979. Hij was leraar Engels aan het Montfort College in 
Rotterdam (VWO) 1977-78, docent Engels aan de School voor Taal- en Letterkunde 
(HBO) te Den Haag 1977-79, en leraar Engels aan de opleiding voor leraren in het 
beroepsonderwijs in Den Haag in 1979. Van 1979 tot 1986 was hij wetenschappelijk 
medewerker Engelse Letterkunde na 1500 aan de Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam. Vanaf 
1986 tot zijn pensionering in 2010 was hij universitair docent Engelse Literatuur van 
de Middeleeuwen aan de Universiteit Leiden. 
 
 
 
 
 
